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Abstract
More than half of English language learners with learning disabilities who enroll in college to
obtain an undergraduate degree drop out. This narrative study’s purpose was to examine the
ways English language learners with disabilities navigate the system of higher education and
overcome challenges along the path toward college graduation. The participants in this
qualitative interview study included six undergraduate students attending a 4-year college in
central Texas. The narrative design involved participants sharing their lived stories and
experiences in semistructured interviews. The data analysis revealed the following four main
themes: (a) long and winding roads to success; (b) learning disabilities and English language
learners: challenging labels; (c) navigating the system: is it all about accommodations?; and (d)
simply move forward: overcoming challenges. The results of this study emphasized students’
awareness that they were their own advocates when overcoming obstacles and paving the way to
success. The findings contribute to the body of research on English language learners with
learning disabilities. University officials should consider developing programs targeting English
language learners who are at risk of failing because of undiagnosed learning disabilities.
Keywords: English language learners, learning disabilities, postsecondary education,
success factors, barriers for success, minority postsecondary students, Vygotsky’s sociocultural
theory
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Earning a college degree can be challenging for everybody but even more so for students
with learning disabilities (LDs; Hadley, 2017). Several researchers have described the successful
experiences of college students with disabilities using a wide range of approaches to issues such
as the environment, student and faculty attitudes, and factors that hinder academic performance
(Griffin, 2018; Schechter, 2018; Yuan, 2017). But as an English language learner (ELL) with an
advanced degree in special education, I find it intriguing that few researchers have sought to
understand the experiences of ELLs with LDs attending U.S. universities.
Every year the number of students with LDs who enroll in college increases. One in 10
college students has a diagnosed LD (Hadley, 2017; Yuan, 2017), equating to over 2 million
diagnosed cases nationwide. However, only 25%–50% of all registered students with LDs
disclose their disability with the office for disabilities services at their postsecondary institutions
(Alabdulwahab, 2016). This means that 50%–75% of students with LDs are not receiving the
academic support they need, which consequently decreases the probability they will graduate
from college. Schechter (2018) affirmed the disparity between the number of students with LDs
who enroll and disclose their disability and the number who graduate. Fleming et al. (2017) and
other researchers confirmed that the number of students with LDs who graduate from college is
less than half the number who enroll.
Students with LDs are one of the fastest-growing populations to earn a college degree.
Aquino (2016) and Griffin (2018) agreed that enrollment of students with LDs on higher
education campuses had grown substantially over the last three decades. This growth is attributed
in part to the passage of several pieces of legislation, such as the 2008 Higher Education
Opportunity Act and the 1990 Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA). Although the ADA
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provides equal access to postsecondary education opportunities for students with LDs to pursue a
degree, these students still face significant obstacles in reaching academic success. ELLs are
included in this growing LD population (Yuan, 2017).
Background of the Study
The genesis for exploring this topic was my time as a student services official at a central
Texas university. The university had a culturally and linguistically diverse student population
and faculty. My master’s degrees in bilingual and special education augmented my regular
teaching credentials and provided the additional teaching theories, methodologies, strategies,
learning styles, and skills that every educator needs. As I provided academic support to students
who either expressed a need or were referred by an instructor, it was evident that some students
had an LD in their native language and were transferring that same disability to their second
language. While a few students had developed adequate coping skills and strategies to deal with
their LDs, most were struggling to earn passing grades. As a result, their LDs required attention
and adequate support.
In my city of residence in central Texas, there are at least four large universities with
significant international student populations. In addition to having culturally and ethnically
diverse local communities, the city hosts an estimated 3,000 ELL students from the military
bases who register for college annually. My campus workplace reflected a significant
international community. I was aware that students with LDs are at risk of dropping out of
college shortly before the end of the second semester. This retention problem involves the
administrators, instructors, and other personnel whom students encounter. Many of these people
do not understand the disabling factors that must be addressed for students to stay in school long
enough to graduate.
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Positionality Statement
My Story
I was the sixth of nine girls born in a rural community along the Río Bravo valley in
Mexico. We lived on a farm on the outskirts of the frontier city of Matamoros, Tamaulipas. The
Rio Grande river, as it is called on its U.S. side, or the Río Bravo river, as it is called on its
Mexico side, marks the boundary between the two countries. Often, we would shop in
Brownsville, Texas, because we could buy more with our Mexican money, the peso. Although
my family did not own a home on both sides of the border, as several families did, I enjoyed the
exposure to cultural diversity during those one-day trips. I was 11 years old when the heavy rains
of a hurricane caused the Río Bravo to overflow, and we lost our crops and our house. However,
my parents managed to save some stored food and essential documents. At that time, it was
common for pregnant Mexican women to travel to give birth in the United States; my father had
been born under these circumstances. Immediately after we lost our home and livelihood, my
father went to work as a farmhand laborer, or bracero, in the United States, and my parents
submitted our immigration paperwork to the proper authorities.
Many families in our area were also seeking to immigrate, and immigration officials were
overloaded with applications. Instead of processing the paperwork on a first-come-first-serve
basis, they demanded a bribe, or mordida, to process the paperwork. Since we did not comply
with the mordida, our paperwork took twice as long as expected. I missed 2 years of school
waiting to immigrate legally. It would have been faster to immigrate illegally, as many families
had done, but I did not want to immigrate and lose my friends. My parents argued that
everyone’s dream was to live in the United States because of the many opportunities to get ahead
in life. Although we never went hungry, my parents knew that soon our food reserve would be
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gone. We received food donations from trucks that arrived from the United States. My mother, a
full-blooded Native American, barely ate the canned food because food was supposed to come
out of the ground and not aluminum cans. Driven by economic circumstances, at 13 years old, I
immigrated with my family to the United States in search of the American dream. I felt scared
when my parents enrolled me in middle school. I did not understand the instructional language,
and soon my American dream would turn into a nightmare.
The Best Worst Situation
I experienced a series of negative situations in middle school. The worst left profound
emotional scars that are still very painful to this day. My family rented a house in a poor
neighborhood. Everyone who lived there was either Mexican American or a recent arrival from
Mexico. Frequently, we were subjected to derogatory comments, such as “Hey, wetbacks, you
better go back to Mexico.” That unwelcoming remark hurt so much because it was coming from
people with brown skin who looked just like me. At school, I fell into a close-knit group of
Mexicans who were recent immigrants like me. We were the object of verbal and even violent
aggression by our own race. We were in the schoolyard waiting for the bell to ring. I was with
my group of about 16 Mexicans when, suddenly, a group of about 50 Mexican American
students targeted one of us, Guadalupe, and started to punch him until he fell to the ground. On
the ground, Guadalupe was kicked in the head and ribs by each of the 50 students until he
appeared to be dead. The beating ended as soon as Guadalupe stopped breathing. Then the
violent group dispersed.
The vice principal came out and took our friend inside the school because he was
vomiting torrents of blood from his mouth. My friends and I were scared and mesmerized at the
sight of human blood. We were only 13 years old and very vulnerable. We were not prepared to
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be the object of verbal and physical attacks by people who looked like us. The only difference
between our aggressors and us was our birthplace: the Mexican side of the Río Bravo versus the
United States side of the Rio Grande. This situation marked us because it made some of us
stronger and more resilient in adverse situations and some of us more sensitive to diversity. I
have spoken to most of my middle school friends since we went our separate ways. We
collectively concluded that what we saw and experienced on the playground was the best worst
thing that had ever happened to us. It affirmed what we already knew: Not everyone is the same,
and we were just unfortunate to fall into our situation.
That violent event marked me emotionally in ways that affected my social and academic
perspective. As an educator, I empathize with all students, but most of all, I am intrigued by
students with cognitive LDs. There is so much to learn about their learning differences and the
ways they overcome obstacles as they navigate college to earn their first undergraduate degree.
As a result of that traumatic event in our early teens, we were placed in a self-contained
classroom, and a bus took us home to protect us from another violent incident. Our group thrived
in the self-contained classroom because we were assigned teachers who explained the English
textbook assignments in Spanish. My group was often recognized for our perfect attendance, and
we were able to complete middle school 1 year early.
Because of that traumatic event, I have learned to be independent, self-reliant, and
confident. Although I did not have an LD, I felt excluded from in-groups, and I still do not know
the reason. Is it my accent? My writing skills were poor, and they still represent a challenge for
me. Although I have tried to stay away from negative situations, I got pregnant out of wedlock,
just like everyone else in the neighborhood, and I became a single parent at 21 before completing
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my undergraduate degree. I had embarrassed my family, and they felt disappointed in my
behavior.
Nevertheless, I continued to attend college and completed my undergraduate degree.
Feeling rejected by my family, I moved away with my baby to an apartment close to the college
campus to pursue a graduate degree. During this time, I became financially independent and the
first in my family to graduate from high school and college. According to my family, further
education would have been useless. My family argued I did not need another degree to support
myself because I had a roof over my head and food on the table. Nonetheless, I went to graduate
school, motivated by my hunger for learning. My apartment was the designated place for my
female teacher friends to meet and study before an exam. After getting my graduate degrees, I
learned to appreciate and nurture the differences other students encounter in an academic setting.
I learned I needed to be better prepared to help students who feel different.
The shocking emotions I experienced at a young age have made me sensitive to students
with linguistic and learning differences. After retiring from my job as an elementary school
teacher, I began working with the student services department at a university, where I now work
with everyone who requests my services. I have worked as an adjunct instructor, mentor, and
tutor and have served on numerous committees. Although I had a linguistic difference, I
experienced a sense of deep fulfillment and joy connecting with students who have diagnosed or
undiagnosed learning differences. I find it especially intriguing when a learning difference
represents a challenge to earning a degree in a second language. As I pursue a doctoral degree at
Abilene Christian University, I am motivated by my past experiences to serve as a beacon of
light to ELLs with LDs. Everyone arrives at college with a predetermined set of obstacles they
have had to overcome in order to reach that point. As students continue their pursuit of a college
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degree, I am passionate to learn about the obstacles they are currently overcoming as they
experience college success.
Statement of the Problem
According to many researchers (Foster, 2020; Hadley, 2017; Sniatecki et al., 2015), an
increasing number of students with LDs are attending postsecondary institutions. Students with
LDs who are attending a degree-granting institution must meet the same requirements as students
who do not have LDs (Griffin, 2018). Students with LDs may opt to drop out of college upon
facing demanding assignments (Bethoney, 2016), which leads to low graduation rates for these
students. Because there is a gap between the number of students with LDs who register and those
who graduate, researchers have studied every aspect of the LD spectrum. Fleming et al. (2017)
and Yuan (2017) concluded that while the graduation rate of students without LDs is an
estimated 76.4% of initial enrollment, the number of students with LDs (including ELLs) who
graduate from college is less than half the initial enrollment number. In light of these statistics,
“universities must be committed to providing a learning environment that will also focus on
retaining this special population and provide students with the necessary tools to enhance their
academic experience” (Griffin, 2018, p. 9).
Numerous studies have focused on postsecondary students with LDs. However, ELLs
remain a neglected component of the diversity spectrum. Professionals who interact with these
students do not yet understand the additional academic, social, and psychological barriers of ELL
students with LDs who are striving to earn a college degree.
Research Purpose and Questions
The purpose of this narrative study was to examine ways in which ELLs with disabilities
navigate the system of higher education in pursuit of academic success and how they overcome
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challenges along the path toward college graduation. The participants in this study were six
undergraduate students attending a 4-year college in central Texas.
The overarching question that guided this study was, How do ELLs with LDs understand
their experiences of paving the way to success in higher education? Additional research
questions included the following:
1. How do these students understand themselves as successful individuals?
2. How do they navigate the system of higher education?
3. What are the challenges, if any, that these students face in pursuit of academic
success?
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
This study focused on how ELLs with LDs navigate the system of higher education in
pursuit of academic success and how they overcome challenges along the path toward college
graduation. The literature review is centered on the following interrelated themes: (a) an
overview of ELLs with LDs, (b) the challenges encountered by ELLs with LDs, and (c)
conceptualizing the experiences of ELLs with LDs. What follows is the discussion and analysis
of these themes and their relevance to this proposed study.
Overview of English Language Learners With Learning Disabilities
According to Yuan (2017), 1 in 10 students who enroll in college have a diagnosed LD.
Included in these numbers are ELL students. Abreu et al. (2016) added that numerous studies
have been conducted on students with LDs. However, Alabdulwahab (2016) and Aquino (2016)
asserted that ELL students remain a neglected component in the diversity spectrum.
Additionally, Agarwal et al. (2014) and Keel et al. (2018) reported that the professionals who
interact with these students do not yet understand the additional academic, social, and
psychological barriers ELL students with LDs face during or after completion of a college
degree. Therefore, the goal of this literature review was to present evidence supporting the need
to research the academic, social, and psychological barriers that college ELLs with LDs must
overcome as they complete their undergraduate degree. Understanding their experiences could
inform professionals about ways to help other students with the same characteristics and provide
them with the necessary tools to succeed in earning an undergraduate college degree.
Understanding the Second Language Acquisition Process
Learning a second language is challenging for most students. Second language learners
with or without disabilities must be able to comprehend language in order to make meaning from
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print. An understanding of the development process of second language acquisition (SLA) helps
educators distinguish between linguistic issues related to SLA and the language issues that
characterize LDs (Zeng et al., 2018). Researchers agreed that there is strong evidence that
students who have LDs in their native language will have the same disabilities in the second
language (Cummins, 2008; Sparks & Lovett, 2009). Based on this evidence, researchers
suggested examining the native language for signs of LDs (DiFino et al., 2018). The SLA
process consists of four sequential steps: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The native
language proficiency level in reading and writing, which is the extent to which an individual has
access to and command of the oral and written academic language, determines the second
language proficiency level (Cummins, 2008).
According to Cummins (2008), two dimensions of learning affect second language
learners. Cummins identified the learning dimensions as basic interpersonal communication
skills (BICS) and cognitive academic language proficiency skills (CALPS). The first level of
second language development, BICS, involves the use of high-frequency vocabulary, where
language skills are used to communicate with others in a variety of social settings. Once BICS
has been established, learners begin to develop more complex learning skills. By developing
CALPS, learners increasingly use language skills for formal academic learning. CALPS is
developed through social interactions in academic settings. The development of adequate
academic language, or CALPS, takes between 5 and 7 years (Cummins, 2008).
Understanding Learning Disabilities
The American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (1991) defined LDs as the
following,
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A heterogeneous group of disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the
acquisition and use of listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical
abilities. These disorders are intrinsic to the individuals, presumed to be due to central
nervous system dysfunction, and may occur across the lifespan. Problems in selfregulatory behaviors, social perception, and social interaction may exist with learning
disabilities but do not themselves constitute a learning disability. Although learning
disabilities may occur concomitantly with other conditions (for example, sensory
impairment, mental retardation, serious emotional disturbance), or with extrinsic
influences (such as cultural differences, insufficient or inappropriate instruction), they are
not the result of those conditions or influences. (American Speech-Language-Hearing
Association, 1991, p. 3)
Among the LDs proven to hamper college students’ ability to acquire new language are
dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia (Bethoney, 2016). The most common is dyslexia.
According to Lyon et al. (2003), dyslexia is a distinct LD of neurobiological origin characterized
by difficulties with decoding, word recognition, and spelling. It can persist into adulthood.
Individuals with dyslexia may have problems with reading comprehension and writing
assignments. A less prevalent form of LD is dysgraphia, which is classified as a neurological
disorder that results in distorted writing. The least prevalent form of LD is dyscalculia.
Dyscalculia is related to challenges in mathematical formulas, shapes, and spatial awareness
(Bethoney, 2016). Distinguishing between ELLs with LDs and those without LDs has proven
challenging for teachers because the two groups share several of the same characteristics
(Sanatullova-Allison & Robison-Young, 2016).
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Common Characteristics of Second Language Acquisition and Learning Disabilities
SLA and LDs share several characteristics that make it difficult to differentiate between
the two. For example, the SLA process and the dyslexia component of the cognitive LD share
reading and writing aspects. According to Cummins (2008), the last two steps of the language
acquisition process are reading and writing. Dyslexia, the most common LD, is associated with
the cognitive processes of reading and writing. Although there is plenty of research about college
students with LDs, researchers have neglected second language learners with LDs. Adults who
are dyslexic in their primary language are significantly impaired when learning a second
language (Joshi & Bouck, 2017). They already have dyslexia learning challenges with their first
language, which they depend on in trying to interpret or comprehend the new language.
Challenges Encountered by English Language Learners With Learning Disabilities
Enrollment of ELLs is increasing in postsecondary institutions. Included in this group are
students with LDs. Researchers should further explore the challenges these students encounter.
Researchers such as Alabdulwahab (2016) call for more studies that include ELL students on the
LD spectrum. Current research indicates that college students with LDs face many challenges.
For instance, Lightfoot et al. (2018) argued, “Challenges in postsecondary context encountered
by LD students extended beyond academic demands to encompass social and emotional aspects”
(p. 58).
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans With Disabilities Act
Amendments of 2008 prohibit staff and faculty in colleges and universities from asking students
whether they have a disability. This means students themselves must access the academic help
available to them by disclosing their disability to their instructors and their college’s office of
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disabilities services. Other academic challenges include self-advocacy, self-determination, selfawareness, institutional accommodations and support, and persistence and resilience.
Academic Challenges
Disability Disclosure. Disability disclosure is one of several academic challenges that
college students with LDs must overcome before they graduate. Disclosure of disabilities is
crucial to accessing the academic services needed for academic success. However, most college
students with LDs are not accessing the academic support services available to them because of a
lack of awareness, social stigma, and other issues (Phillips & Odegard, 2017). Furthermore, most
LDs, including dyslexia and dysgraphia, are challenging to distinguish from other learning
challenges that students without LDs exhibit. Consequently, students and other professionals,
including instructors, are unlikely to identify LDs, which may result in students with LDs not
accessing academic assistance (Fleming et al., 2017).
Lightner et al. (2012) revealed that students with LDs might postpone disclosing their
disability until they reach academic failure. They also found that students downplayed their
disability out of shame and fear that instructors and peers would view them as lazy and
incompetent; hence, they delayed seeking assistance from the disability support services office.
Speaking Up for Yourself: Self-Advocacy and Self-Determination. Another area of
concern is that postsecondary students must be their own advocates when academic services are
needed. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans With Disabilities Act
Amendments of 2008 specifically delineate that it is the responsibility of postsecondary students
to identify themselves, provide documentation, and request accommodations. Students with LDs
continually encounter situations where they must self-advocate and request support for each class
they take, every semester, if they are to succeed. The constructs of self-advocacy and self-
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determination are often used interchangeably. These constructs are reported extensively in the
literature as indicators of students’ success in achieving postsecondary education (Griffin, 2018).
Self-advocacy is one component of the global self-determination construct. Self-advocacy skills
refer to the ability to know one’s rights and responsibilities, communicate, lead, and know how
to succeed in postsecondary settings (Downing et al., 2007). Therefore, students who lack
awareness of their disability and have limited advocacy skills often struggle to adjust to college
demands (Hadley, 2017).
The Need for Self-Awareness. Self-awareness, a subcomponent of self-advocacy,
simply refers to an individual’s ability to recognize and understand themselves and their position
within their immediate environment. Lack of self-awareness can present a major challenge in the
decision to ask for adequate support. A seminal study by psychologist Daniel Goleman (1997)
revealed that individuals who possess self-awareness could accurately assess their strengths and
weaknesses. This helps them improve their classroom performance by asking for the right
academic support and accommodations. Self-awareness is related to self-advocacy because
students must understand themselves and their needs before they can advocate for their needs.
Kutscher and Tuckwiller (2019) concluded, “Participants who lacked self-awareness lacked an
understanding of their needs, and this became a barrier to students’ ability to access other
supports” (p. 145). Therefore, self-awareness is crucial for students with LDs because the
responsibility for identifying a disability falls on learners (Sanatullova-Allison & RobisonYoung, 2016).
Self-awareness is, therefore, critical for ELL students with LDs to understand their
individual needs and seek help. Some disabilities, especially those associated with LDs, are
difficult to identify and diagnose without the involvement of professional experts. Without
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awareness of their disabilities, students with LDs struggle to access the help required to avoid
compromising their academic performance. According to Cárdenas-Hagan (2018), unidentified
LDs are one of the greatest challenges in college settings. This is because the affected students
cannot identify or advocate for their needs, making it difficult to introduce and adopt strategies to
accommodate and help them learn more effectively.
Accommodations and Support. Other academic challenges that students with LDs face
as they navigate college include accommodations and support. Section 504 of the Rehabilitation
Act of 1973 and the Americans With Disabilities Act Amendments of 2008 require colleges and
universities to provide reasonable accommodations and support that help students with
disabilities meet academic requirements. However, the legal requirements for reasonable
accommodations are inherently ambiguous, which means colleges and universities differ in their
interpretation of which accommodations and support to provide as well as how to provide them
(American Speech-Language-Hearing Association, 1991). Consequently, colleges and
universities use different approaches to accommodation and support, ranging from common
support and services to coordinated support and services to comprehensive programs of support.
Thurlow and Kopriva (2015) argued that many colleges have yet to develop and adopt
accommodations and support facilities for students with LDs. This situation has placed students
with LDs under massive academic stress. Fleming et al. (2017) conducted a study of 325
students at three colleges and found that “most of the students’ experiences related to
accommodations were negative” (p. 217). This means that the mandated accommodations
intended to provide access to education equality failed and did not produce the expected results
of helping students succeed.
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According to Hadley et al. (2020), the most requested accommodations “include, but are
not limited to, extended time for exams, tape recording lectures, and note-takers” (p. 181).
However, many learning institutions have not put measures in place to provide extended time on
exams and projects or alternative exam formats. Girvan et al. (2016) argued that without
alternative exam formats and time extensions on papers and projects, students with LDs are
likely to experience academic challenges in learning and assessment performance.
Coordinated support and services are other areas where students with LDs experience
significant challenges in higher learning institutions. Many institutions have neither developed
nor adopted disability-friendly coordinated support plans, showing a lack of awareness of the
realities of students with LDs. This results in a disjointed approach to providing crucial
accommodations and services to students with LDs. As such, these students lack the supports and
facilities required to improve and facilitate their learning process and experience.
This issue is closely related to the accommodation and support challenges of
comprehensive support programs. Many institutions cannot provide the comprehensive programs
students with LDs require because they face funding challenges or have focused on other priority
areas (Thurlow & Kopriva, 2015). These challenges massively compromise the efficiency of the
programs and strategies to assist students with disabilities and ELLs in overcoming their various
disability-related challenges.
Persistence and Resilience. Persistence and resilience are other major academic issues
that present challenges for students with LDs in higher learning institutions. Persistence and
resilience mainly refer to the capacity of individuals to withstand various life challenges and
difficulties. Students with LDs must contend with numerous challenges their counterparts
without LDs do not experience (Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2019). Because of this, students with
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LDs require a higher degree of persistence and resilience to achieve the same level of
performance as their counterparts without LDs. The persistence and resilience of students with
disabilities are severely tested in postsecondary institutions for various reasons, including
increased academic workload and responsibilities. This huge strain on the persistence and
resilience of learners with disabilities places them in danger of not completing their college
education. Researchers have attributed high college dropout rates among students with LDs to
the inability to cope with the numerous challenges they experience because of their condition
(Ben-Naim et al., 2017).
Researchers have identified a wide range of issues that students with LDs face, including
disability disclosure, self-advocacy, self-awareness, accommodation and support, and persistence
and resilience. Because these issues have a potential negative impact on the learning process and
experience of students with LDs, including ELLs with LDs, researchers must explore them in
greater depth. In the next section, I examine the social challenges that students with LDs
encounter as they pursue an undergraduate college degree.
Social Challenges
Social challenges represent another significant issue for students with LDs at colleges and
universities. Social challenges mainly refer to how students with LDs relate and interact with
other people at their learning institution. For instance, marginalization and feelings of being
misunderstood are the main social challenges these students experience while interacting with
other students and professionals in postsecondary learning institutions (Garraffa et al., 2018).
Marginalization. Marginalization is a social problem characterized by excluding learners
with disabilities from social circles within colleges and universities. Like students with physical
and mental disabilities, postsecondary students who have LDs must face various forms of
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conscious and unconscious discrimination from their counterparts in multiple environments,
including class and social settings. In class, students with LDs are often shunned by classmates
and find it difficult to establish bonds and relationships that make them feel wanted and loved.
Students with LDs often end up lonely and isolated from their classmates (Raue & Lewis, 2011).
Socializing is another essential aspect of life in higher education institutions such as colleges and
universities. Students with known LDs experience more difficulties than their counterparts in
socializing and developing friendships and relationships with other students. Devine et al. (2018)
concluded that students with LDs experienced exclusion from social settings by other students
without LDs.
Bullying and Harassment. Bullying and harassment present another social challenge
that students with LDs are likely to experience in colleges and universities because of their
condition. This often happens in situations where their condition is misunderstood or there is
little awareness of LDs. Some of the harassment and bullying of students with LDs occurs in
learning environments where other students, or even instructors, mock them because of their
inability to undertake specific tasks as successfully as their counterparts. For example, students
who find it difficult to read or express themselves coherently in writing may experience
harassment from students and instructors who do not understand how a college or university
student could struggle with basic academic tasks. This bullying and harassment contribute to the
exclusion and marginalization of students with LDs from the rest of the students (Berkeley &
Larsen, 2018).
Social Stigma. Social stigma is another major social challenge facing students with LDs
across the education landscape, including higher levels of learning. Social stigma refers to
situations where an individual’s social, physical, and mental condition influences other people’s
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perceptions and behaviors toward them. According to Bogart et al. (2019), the social
stigmatization of students with LDs in postsecondary education is reflected in different forms
and areas of the education landscape. Social avoidance, stereotyping, discrimination,
condescension, and blaming are examples of social stigmas students with LDs experience in
postsecondary institutions.
Social avoidance is a form of social stigmatization whereby students with disabilities are
isolated and left out of social activities by their counterparts without LDs. Social isolation may
be reflected in the hesitance of other students to interact or make eye contact with them. This
makes students with LDs feel distant and unable to make friends. The stereotype that people with
disabilities are helpless or incapable of caring for themselves is another common form of social
stigmatization. It leads to another form of social stigmatization: condescension, which is
characterized by the tendency to ignore or overprotect people with disabilities in a patronizing
way.
Discrimination and blaming are other closely related forms of social stigmatization
experienced by students with LDs. These students may be subjected to unfair treatment and
prejudice because of their condition. Discrimination occurs in situations where students are
denied some opportunities due to false assumptions about their condition. Blaming includes
accusations that students with LDs use their condition to gain an unfair advantage (Bogart et al.,
2019). These various forms of social stigma negatively impact the persistence and learning
experience of students with LDs in postsecondary institutions.
Social Acculturation. The other form of social challenge students with disabilities
experience in higher education institutions is social acculturation. Berry (1990, as cited in Bulut
& Gayman, 2020) defined acculturation as “the dual process of cultural and psychological
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change that takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their
individual members” (Bulut & Gayman, 2020, p. 14). At the group level, acculturation involves
changes in social structures, social institutions, and cultural practices. Therefore, it is crucial that
LD students endorse the social practices of receiving the host culture. Furthermore, Mayorga et
al. (2018) suggested,
For some, but not for all, acculturation is a stressful process, as such individuals may
endure aversive experiences such as discrimination, from the majority culture, rejection
from the culture of origin, feeling like an outsider, and embarrassment about difficulty
communicating one’s experience. (p. 248)
Students with LDs experience difficulties in adapting to and balancing a new cultural
environment with their old cultural environment because of the limitations imposed by their
conditions and other people’s perceptions and behavior. According to Cheatham and Hart
Barnett (2017), misunderstandings about individuals with LDs are a major factor that
compromises the ability of students with LDs to adapt and assimilate to the new culture in higher
education. Thus, social acculturation challenges significantly impact students with LDs.
Unwelcoming Campus. An unfriendly and unwelcoming campus to people with
disabilities has broad impacts on the experience and behaviors of students with LDs and those
without LDs. Development and reinforcement of the culture of stigmatization against students
with LDs are the most likely consequences of an unwelcoming campus environment (Van Hees
et al., 2015). An unwelcoming and unfriendly environment can engrain avoidance of social
interactions with students with LDs into the campus culture. Development and perpetuation of
negative stereotypes of students with LDs are other likely social implications of an unwelcoming
campus environment. Negative stereotypes are likely to intensify the discrimination and
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marginalization of students with LDs in different areas of campus life, including leadership.
Hadley et al. (2020) asserted, “Attempts to create campuses that are viewed as welcoming to
students with LDs often place more emphasis on academic issues than social factors” (p. 187).
This emphasis overlooks the importance of nonacademic factors in helping students with LDs
succeed in college.
Researchers have comprehensively explored the social challenges that students with LDs
experience in postsecondary institutions. Marginalization, bullying and harassment, social
stigma, and social acculturation are examples of the specific social challenges that students with
LDs face. The available information on social challenges, and the implications of an
unwelcoming campus, informed my study of the challenges facing students with disabilities in
college. The next and final section of this literature review explores the psychological challenges
that students with LDs encounter in college.
Psychological Challenges
Psychological challenges constitute another significant aspect that students with LDs face
in college and universities due to their condition. These psychological problems are mainly
related to the mental and emotional issues students with LDs cope with throughout their time at
higher learning institutions. Anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem are examples of the many
psychological problems students with LDs contend with due to the social and academic
challenges related to their conditions (Joshi & Bouck, 2017).
Anxiety. Anxiety is a major psychological issue experienced by students with LDs,
especially those with dyslexia or dysgraphia. Anxiety is a mental condition characterized by
feelings of fear and apprehension about the future. College students with different forms of LDs
experience anxiety related to academic tasks, performance, and treatment by their peers,
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instructors, and parents. For example, many students with LDs experience anxiety when they are
assigned tasks that will be challenging for them. This anxiety further worsens their performance
and contributes to other psychological issues such as low self-esteem (Sanatullova-Allison &
Robison-Young, 2016).
Low Self-Esteem. College students with LDs develop low self-esteem mainly because of
their self-criticism about their condition as well as their experiences and treatment by other
people. Low self-esteem is a psychological condition defined by a lack of confidence and
negative feelings about oneself. Despite their efforts and adults prompting them to put in more
effort, students with LDs often receive little positive feedback. Bethoney (2016) argued, “Their
academic struggles and failures are often met with disapproval by parents, instructors, and peers
in the form of negative labels such as dumb, lazy, and slow” (p. 7). Consequently, such students
end up developing low self-esteem that erodes the development of a positive self-concept.
Depression. Depression is another psychological challenge that students with disabilities
face when attending higher-level institutions. Depression is a psychological health disorder
associated with persistently depressed mood and loss of interest in activities that result in
significant impairment in daily life. Depression is a significant problem among many college
students and is particularly rampant among those living with disabilities (Kimball et al., 2016).
Apart from challenges related to academic workload, which all students experience, students
with disabilities also face higher levels of social and emotional problems related to their LD,
which increases the likelihood of depression. Social exclusion, family problems, and an
unwelcoming campus environment are among some of the most common issues that drive
students with LDs into depression or other mental health problems (Hadley et al., 2020).
Students affected by depression have been shown to experience difficult times throughout their
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stay on campus, resulting in other problems such as poor academic performance, social isolation,
and loneliness (Lombardi et al., 2018). This evidence demonstrates that depression is a
psychological problem that students with disabilities must continuously battle as they navigate
their college years on campus.
Conceptualizing the Experiences of English Language Learners With Learning Disabilities
There are several theoretical perspectives relevant to the experiences of ELLs with LDs.
Some focus specifically on SLA. These theories differ in their conception of SLA and the
necessary elements that promote SLA. The four major SLA theories that have emerged during
the past 100 years are behaviorism, nativism, communicative theory, and sociocultural theory.
During the 1940s and 1950s, the behaviorist theory of second language development was
the most popular theory. It was represented by the work of B. F. Skinner (1904–1990). Skinner
advocated that language learning, as well as human behavior, could be elicited through the
process of stimulus, response, and positive or negative reinforcement (S-R-R). This approach
emphasized reinforcing the desired observed behavior until it became a habit (Malone, 2012).
The S-R-R approach, prescribed in an SLA method, suggests people learn a second language
through many repetitions of grammatical patterns with positive reinforcement provided when
reproduced correctly and negative reinforcement when reproduced incorrectly.
During the 1960s and 1970s, N. Chomsky (b. 1928) popularized innate or nativist theory.
Chomsky proposed that human beings are born with an innate ability to acquire language. He
named this innate ability a language acquisition device (LAD). Lightbown and Spada (2013)
disagreed with Chomsky’s biological predisposition to acquire language because while the
ability to learn is innate, knowledge of the principles is not.
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Steven Krashen (b. 1941) proposed the communicative, or natural, approach in the 1970s.
Krashen became known for his monitor model, which consists of five hypotheses using ideas
developed by Chomsky. First, there is a natural order to learning the structure of a second
language. Second, there is a difference between learning acquisition and language learning. The
third hypothesis suggests an internal monitor that consciously or subconsciously edits the speech
of a second language learner. The fourth hypothesis addresses the need to receive meaningful
and comprehensible input that the learner will use in the second language. The fifth hypothesis is
that an affective filter indicates how fast and how well second language learning occurs
depending on the regulation of emotions produced by learning a second language (Lightbown &
Spada, 2013).
Cummins’s (2008) SLA theory supports Krashen’s theory of SLA in the communicative
domain. Cummins introduced the BICS concept to refer to academic speech that takes 2–3 years
to acquire, and the CALPS concept refers to the speech used in social interactions, which may
take 5–7 years to acquire (Cummins, 2008). Like Krashen’s monitor theory, which subscribes to
a natural order for learning the structure of a second language, Cummins’s theory also subscribes
to a natural order for learning a second language. The natural order consists of listening to
speech, speaking the language, reading the language, and, finally, writing the language
(Cummins, 2008).
Sociocultural theory (SCT) by L. Vygotsky (1896–1934) is another perspective relevant
to the experiences of ELLs with disabilities. During the past 3 decades, Vygotsky’s SCT has
become the theory of choice for instructing ELLs in postsecondary institutions. Vygotsky’s
theory proposes the acquisition of a second language is connected to the social environment and
is constructed through interactions with others. The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is the
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point in time when helping a person to do something they cannot do by themselves will likely
enable them to learn to do it. Vygotsky’s SCT remains relevant today to frame sociocultural
investigations into the dual aspects of second language learning and LDs (Helou & Newsome,
2018).
Vygotsky’s SCT of cognitive development connects my study to a larger body of
scholarship focusing on SLA. For instance, Frawley and Lantolf (1985) explored the potential
relevance of SCT to SLA. They were interested in how L2 speakers used their new language to
mediate themselves in the face of difficult tasks. Additionally, Vygotsky’s theory renders
disability as a sociocultural developmental phenomenon. Breaking away from the common
assumption that disability is mainly biological in nature, Vygotsky (as cited in Gindis, 2003)
stated that disability is “not the sensory or neurological impairment itself but its social
implications” (p. 202). Therefore, sociocultural aspects of Vygotsky’s theory can be instrumental
in conceptualizing the experiences of ELLs with LDs within the context of my study.
The two main principles in Vygotsky’s SCT are the more knowledgeable other (MKO)
and the zone of proximal development (ZPD). The MKO may be an organization, campus
computer team, teacher, peer, or anyone with more knowledge than the learner. ZPD refers to the
difference between what a person can achieve independently and what a person can achieve with
guidance from the MKO. Thus, Vygotsky’s scaffolding refers to connecting the learning process
between MKO and the ZPD.
Using Vygotsky’s SCT, Lantolf (2006) added the principle of scaffolding, or the
collaborative interaction between a more knowledgeable person and a less knowledgeable
person, resulting in the latter accomplishing a task they otherwise could not accomplish
independently. Scaffolding also applies to benefits obtained from other relevant sources such as
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the internet or textbooks. ZPD is defined as “the distance between the actual development level
as determined by independent problem-solving and the level of potential problem-solving
abilities as determined through problem-solving under adult guidance or in cooperation with
more capable others” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).
Vygotsky’s SCT of cognitive development contends that human mental activity arises
from the functional system formed by our biological mental capacities and culturally constructed
symbolic artifacts. In sum, SCT offers a holistic approach to second language learning.
Vygotsky’s theory stresses the fundamental role of social interaction in cognitive development.
In other words, social learning tends to come before the development of higher learning
processes. Vygotsky explained that SLA is developed mainly through the mediation and
internalization processes. Ellis (2000) added that SCT assumes that learning emerges not through
but in interaction.
Finally, culturally relevant pedagogy should be considered when conceptualizing the
experiences of ELLs with disabilities. Culturally responsive, or culturally relevant, pedagogy is
rooted in instructors demonstrating cultural competence in teaching in a multicultural setting
(Gay, 2010). To acquire cultural competence, the instructor should create the conditions that
support this pedagogy. Therefore, integration of theory and practice (praxis) is necessary to
implement teaching pedagogy from the SCT perspective (van Compernolle & Williams, 2013).
Knowledge of SCT can be useful for instructors to discover and set up tasks and activities
that facilitate second language learning (Fahim & Haghani, 2012). For example, instructors can
teach tailored lesson plans with content relevant to students’ cultural backgrounds to guide
individuals or a small group of learners engaged in a task. From an SCT perspective, these
pedagogic examples “are likely the most basic prototypes of what counts as teaching, especially
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in formal, structural educational contexts such as classrooms” (van Compernolle & Williams,
2013, p. 228). In sum, using culturally relevant pedagogy makes the student feel included in the
learning environment. These pedagogical practices have been successfully incorporated into
second language classes.
Summary of the Literature Review
Analysis of the literature on ELLs with LDs obtaining a college degree revealed several
important issues. Despite the supporting literature that addresses the needs of ELLs with LDs,
these needs are not being met. The graduation rate of these students continues to fall behind their
enrollment rate. The literature review also revealed several influences on whether ELLs with
LDs seek academic assistance. The main reason students do not ask for assistance is that they
lack awareness of the supporting services available to them under Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans With Disabilities Act Amendments of 2008. Some
students continue this fearful journey on their own without disclosing their disability or asking
for accommodations. They do not have the capacity or resilience to withstand academic
challenges on their own. Sadly, these students might ask for help when it is too late. As a result,
they opt to drop out of college.
Further, the social implications of an unwelcoming campus impact the behavior of
students with LDs in several significant ways. Even students with LDs have experienced
exclusion from social settings by other students with LDs. It is almost impossible to concentrate
on school assignments when students are being bullied or harassed. This results in social
stigmatization, whereby the victimized student seeks voluntary social isolation to avoid conflict.
The process of assimilating into the dominant culture is one of the most stressful challenges for
students with LDs who are second language learners. Unresolved academic and social issues can
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generate additional psychological challenges for ELLs with LDs. These challenges can cause
anxiety related to academic and social stress. The stress impairs their thinking skills, thereby
producing low grades. Low self-esteem and depression are two psychological disorders prevalent
among students with LDs in university settings.
Finally, the conceptual discourse on the experiences of ELLs with disabilities is drawn
from several language acquisition and sociocultural theories, with Vygotsky’s SCT being the
most influential. Vygotsky’s theory encompasses both the sociocultural and SLA aspects. The
studies cited in this review justify the critical need for additional research relevant to ELLs with
disabilities seeking to obtain a college degree.

29
Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter addresses the theoretical positioning of the study, narrative research design,
data analysis, ethical considerations, and validation criteria. The purpose of this study was to
examine ways ELLs with LDs navigate the higher education system in pursuit of academic
success and how they overcome challenges along the path toward graduation. The question that
guided this study was, How do ELLs with LDs understand their experiences of paving the way to
success in higher education?
The additional research questions that guided this study included the following:
1. How do these students understand themselves as successful individuals?
2. How do they navigate the system of higher education?
3. What are the challenges, if any, that these students faced in pursuit of academic
success?
Theoretical Lens
This study was informed by Vygotsky’s SCT and SLA, which are rooted in the degree of
social interaction individuals are exposed to in the learning environment. The interactions carried
out with the outer world play an important role in an individual’s development (Lantolf et al.,
2015). Vygotsky’s SCT heavily emphasizes social contributions to the process of cognitive
development. The focal point of his theory is that social interaction should happen first, before
the development of cognitive processes, including SLA. It is particularly relevant to examine
ELLs with LDs through the lens of Vygotsky’s theory of social interaction.
Vygotsky argued that humans use tools that develop from a culture, such as speech and
writing, to mediate and internalize the information received within their social environments.
The same tools that SCT employs in cognitive development are employed in SLA. Significantly,
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Vygotsky believed that higher mental cognitive processes in the learner are derived from original
social processes. Therefore, cognitive functions are affected by the beliefs, values, and tools of
adaptations required in the culture in which a person develops. Thus, the tools of cultural
adaptation vary from culture to culture. Vygotsky (1978) believed strongly that community and
learning environment play a crucial role in the process of making meaning. Vygotsky’s position
on these concepts is pivotal in exploring the issues of ELLs with LDs central to this study.
Narrative: Research Tradition and Design
Narrative research can be traced back to the storytelling tradition used to expose truths
concerning human experiences (Riessman, 2018, p. 10). Narrative is built on humans’ natural
tendency to share their ideas and experiences in the form of stories. An individual’s story “seems
not to require interpretation as the story-teller strives for narrative seduction to let the narration
speak for itself” (Riessman, 2018, p. 5). Narrative offers a profoundly relational form of inquiry
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). This means that narrative inquiry honors individuals and their
experiences and is an effective method for generating knowledge from study participants.
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) conceptualized narrative inquiry as a method built upon Dewey’s
(1938) experiential theory. Based upon Dewey’s concepts, Clandinin and Connelly (2000)
further explained,
Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience. It fosters collaboration between
researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and social interaction
with milieus. An inquirer enters this matrix in the midst and progresses in the same spirit,
concluding the inquiry still in the midst of living and telling, reliving and telling, the
stories of the experiences that made up people’s lives, both individual and social. (p. 20)
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Furthermore, Merriam (2009) contended that narrative inquiry focuses on studying the
experiences of individuals. The stories told encourage exploration and collaboration between the
researcher and participants by giving voice to participants’ experiences. Additionally, the
narratives that the study’s participants shared regarding their experiences “give voice to
experiences that have been shrouded in silence” (Bochner, 2001, p. 157). Many researchers are
turning to narrative inquiry because of the power of stories in uncovering human experience
(Riessman, 2008).
Narrative design is the most suitable methodological approach to investigate the
experiences of ELLs with LDs precisely because it allows for in-depth exploration of their lived
experiences expressed through their unique voices. Stories conveyed in narrative research
enhance both the participants’ and researchers’ lives (Creswell, 2013). Specifically, in this study,
I employed Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimensional narrative design. Clandinin and
Connelly (2000) recommended researchers focus their inquiry in three directions: backward and
forward, inward, and outward. Investigating stories through the lens of temporal, interactional
(sociality), and contextual (place) dimensions is important because human experiences are built
on those dimensions.
A view of the backward and forward (temporality) dimension attaches an individual’s
narrative to time. The researcher considers the past, present, and future of lived experiences.
According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), experience happens in a continuum because what
is experienced at present could have occurred in the past and could shape future perceptions.
Continuity of experiences also shows that people change according to their lived experiences
(Creswell, 2013). By contrast, inward thinking focuses on the participants’ internal conditions,
such as moral standing, feelings, hope, and response to events. When thinking outwardly, the
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investigator seeks to place people’s experiences in their environmental or existential context
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). This dimension also integrates cultural values and societal norms
that significantly influence human experiences. Based on this understanding, I collected and
interpreted the narratives the study participants shared regarding their experiences.
Participants and Site
After obtaining permission from the institutional review board (IRB) of Abilene Christian
University to start the recruitment process, I contacted the study site in central Texas via email.
Next, I followed up with a phone call. The purpose of the email was to ask for permission to
contact the students’ disabilities officer, who served as the gatekeeper. This person was
responsible for locating potential participants and providing access to my research site. I
identified participants through the student disabilities services director. Students with LDs who
were ELLs were eligible to participate. Therefore, this study consisted of a select group of
students with LDs who voluntarily agreed to participate.
I selected the participants through purposeful sampling. According to Leavy (2017),
purposeful sampling requires selecting individuals or groups of individuals based on their ability
to attest to lived experiences of a situation or phenomenon. I planned to recruit participants from
a private university in central Texas that had a significant number of students with LDs. The
number of participants depended upon the responses to my invitation to participate. I sought to
obtain the email addresses of these participants through the university’s student disabilities
services office. Ultimately, six students agreed to participate in the study.
Sources of Data and Data Collection Strategies
According to Creswell (2012), data collection is the process through which a researcher
identifies and selects individuals for study, obtains informed consent, and gathers information by
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asking questions. All these sources are crucial because the data collection process is about
asking, watching, and reviewing (Riessman, 2008). Likewise, Creswell (2012) agreed that
different visual data types assist the participants in sharing their lived experiences as they
visualize them. In short, the visual data can help the researcher bring to life the written and other
visual messages of the participants. I collected the data for this study through in-depth
semistructured interviews, documents and artifacts, visual materials, and my observational and
self-reflecting notes.
Interviews. According to Riessman (2008), most narrative projects in the human
sciences are based on interviews. For this study, I used semistructured interviews consisting of a
series of predetermined but open-ended questions that comprised an interview guide (see
Appendix A). This, in turn, allowed the conversation to flow freely (Gubrium & Holstein, 2012).
According to Saldaña and Omasta (2018), “Semi-structured interviews are interviews with a
degree of structure combined with flexibility to offer researchers significant latitude to adjust
course as needed” (p. 419). My interviews lasted approximately between 60 and 90 minutes with
each participant.
Furthermore, Riessman (2008) explained, “The goal in narrative interviewing is to
generate detailed accounts rather than brief answers or general statements . . . [and] narratives
come in many forms and sizes” (p. 23). The participants received a consent form (see Appendix
B) that addressed the purpose of the research, the interview process and procedures, and the steps
taken to protect their anonymity and confidentiality. According to Creswell (2013), conducting
interviews using electronic devices protects the quality and authenticity of participants’ data. Inperson interviews are ideal for retrieving relevant information and fostering the relationship
between the researcher and participants (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008). Unfortunately, the global
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COVID-19 pandemic imposed restrictions on the way researchers typically conduct interviews.
Therefore, I conducted interviews via Zoom to ensure the safety of the participants and
researcher.
Documents and Artifacts. The existence and relevance of documents and artifacts are
important to the researcher. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) cautioned against forgetting or
ignoring the existence and relevance of documents. The researcher who establishes intimate
participant relationships should not become so focused on the relationship that the flow of
documents that help contextualize the work goes unnoticed. For example, I asked the participants
to share autobiographies, diaries, personal letters, and other documents that helped contextualize
their narratives. In addition, I asked participants to share artifacts such as test scores, class
projects, class assignments, and anything else that contributed to their narrative’s relevance.
These materials complemented the participants’ narratives by establishing the three dimensions
of narrative inquiry (Bogdan & Biklen, 2011).
Visual Materials. Visual data such as photographs, paintings, drawings, and selfportraits “provide models of rigorous research that critically scrutinize how individual and
collective identities are composed and performed visually” (Riessman, 2008, p. 79). Creswell
(2012) concurred that different forms of visual data assist participants in sharing their lived
experiences. In short, the visual data helped bring to life participants’ written and other visual
messages. For this purpose, I collected samples of academic achievement certificates and
samples of leadership certificates.
Researcher’s Observational and Self-Reflective Notes. Clandinin and Connelly (2000)
stated that journals create field texts for qualitative researchers who spend a considerable amount
of time in the field. For the most part, researchers write self-reflective notes in their journals.
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Furthermore, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explained, “We call them field texts because they
are created, neither found nor discovered, by participants and researchers to represent aspects of
field experience” (p. 92). Therefore, throughout this study, I used a journal to document selfreflective thoughts about the study’s activities. The self-reflective annotations provided another
important tool in the data analysis process.
Data Analysis
The process of data analysis assists researchers in identifying what to do with the
collected data. Wolcott (1994) explained that data analysis allows us to create “intelligible
accounts of the data” (p. 1). The general phases of analysis and interpretation include data
preparation and organization, initial immersion, coding, categorizing and theming, and
interpretation—the steps that I followed in this study. For Miles et al. (2013), coding represents
data analysis.
Coding is the method used to analyze data gathered by qualitative narrative researchers.
Saldaña (2009) defined a code as “most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a
summative, salient, essence-capturing and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based
or visual data” (p. 72). Coding is a repetitive process of analyzing data and consists of different
cycles. In the first cycle, I examined the interviews, documents and artifacts, visual materials,
and journal observations to identify initial codes pertaining to the goals of this study. In the
second cycle of coding, I continued to identify the codes from the interview transcripts that
spoke most eloquently to the study research questions. This stage also allowed me to cluster
many codes into initially emergent themes. Finally, during the last close reading of the
transcripts and while revisiting other data sources, I managed to weave the clusters of codes into
larger categories, which, in turn, identified meaningful themes that laid the foundation for data

36
representation (Saldaña, 2009). In short, to develop meaning out of the coded data, it was
necessary to look for patterns across the data and the links between different categories,
concepts, and themes.
Ethical Considerations and Validation Criteria
All research activities should adhere to ethical guidelines and reduce potential harm to
participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2011). Therefore, the participants were treated with respect and
dignity. In addition, as the researcher, I needed to ensure that my study participants fully
understood what their participation entailed before they signed the written consent form. I
informed them of the significance of their participation in improving the knowledge that supports
the success of students with LDs. I assured them that their input was confidential. Throughout
my study’s data collection and analysis, I assured the participants of anonymity. To this end, I
did not disclose the participants’ personal information, and I assigned a pseudonym to each of
them. I informed them their participation was voluntary. Voluntary participation fosters
autonomy (Creswell, 2013).
In compliance with research ethics, I sought and obtained permission to collect data
through the university’s IRB (see Appendix C). I applied several validation criteria to the data
analysis and validation of the findings. First, I relied on trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 2013).
Trustworthiness is “the perceived rigor and truth value of a qualitative study” (Saldaña &
Omasta, 2018, p. 420). Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that the trustworthiness of a study is
essential in determining its worth.
Next, I made sure that the readers of my research believed that I conducted the study in
such a way that the outcomes made sense and were credible (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). I
established the credibility of my research by demonstrating that my research design was
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carefully planned and implemented. Another way I established credibility was by demonstrating
that the data and data collection methods connected to the research questions. Finally, I presented
enough information to show how I analyzed certain themes, categories, and theories clearly in
my narrative study. Member checking, also known as participant validation, is a technique I used
for exploring credibility. To this end, I returned the transcribed narrative data to each interviewee
to check for the accuracy and resonance of their narrated accounts. The study participants
confirmed that the narrative transcript accurately reflected their experiences, feelings, and views
(Merriam, 2002). Each participant’s confirmation boosted the credibility of the study.
Confirmability means that the researcher’s point of view did not interfere with the study
findings. While it is not always possible for qualitative researchers to remain bias free, they
typically employ reflexivity to address their potential bias. Reflexivity involves awareness of
what could influence the investigator’s internal and external responses (Wolcott, 1994). The
similarities I shared with the participants potentially invited bias into my research, such as being
a second language learner in a higher education institution and experiencing some of the same
academic, social, and psychological obstacles on the path to obtaining a college degree. To this
end, I kept a journal throughout the study to keep my biases in check. In the journal, I applied the
reflexivity technique to examine my own assumptions, beliefs, and points of view. Through rich
and thick descriptions of the findings, I sought to provide sufficient background information vital
for comprehending the intentions, meanings, and relevance of the findings (Miles et al., 2013). I
placed every description in the context of the three dimensions of narrative inquiry. My goal was
to capture participants’ thoughts and emotions. Therefore, integrating emotions throughout the
narratives enhanced my understanding of the documented experiences. The descriptions also
captured the motivations or intentions behind certain behaviors.

38
Chapter 4: Data Analysis
The stories participants shared allowed me to immerse myself into their present-day
situation as they navigated earning a college degree. In narrating their present experiences, they
explained the obstacles they have had to overcome. They narrated how their past heartbreaks
have influenced their success in the present and how they are looking forward to a promising
future as a college graduate. The stories and experiences of the participants, who are ELLs with
LDs, are worthy of sharing with others because their voices represent many other students who
might be hiding in the shadows. For this reason, I am very appreciative and grateful to these six
participants; they are my heroes. They have inspired me to continue my journey as I advocate for
them. Their stories, which explain how they turned negative experiences into positive ones,
could serve as a model to help other students in similar situations stay in college long enough to
graduate.
In this narrative study, I explored the journey of each of the six participants. I explored
how they encountered their personal struggles and the positive practices they used to overcome
those obstacles. This qualitative study retells their lives from childhood to college, from not
speaking English to learning the language well enough to succeed in college while coping with
an LD. While each of their journeys is unique, they shared common characteristics, such as selfawareness, disability disclosure, self-advocacy, a sense of belonging, time management, anxiety,
perseverance, and resilience.
The purpose of this chapter is to present the participants’ profiles and the thematic
analysis relevant to this study. The following section presents the participants’ individual
profiles.
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The Sensational Six: Introducing the Participants
Table 1 displays the pseudonyms and salient characteristics of participants’ personalities,
their age, the language they spoke upon entering school, when they were diagnosed with an LD,
their diagnosed LDs, and the degree they were pursuing.
Table 1
Demographic Information
Pseudonym
and signifier

Age
range

Primary
language

Time of
diagnosis

Diagnosed
LDs

Academic
degree

Carlos, “The
Natural Born
Leader”

30s

Spanish

College

Reading, writing,
and math

Computers

Idalia, “The Free
Spirit and
Implementer”

20s

Spanish

College

Reading, writing,
and math

Biology

Shayla, “The
Loner”

20s

Spanish

College

Reading, writing,
and math

Psychology

Natividad, “The
Optimist Pushing
Through”

40s

Spanish

Fourth
grade

Reading and
writing

Business
administration

Emily, “Look at
Me”

30s

Spanish
and some
English

College

Reading, writing,
and math

Nursing

Benicio, “The
Motivator”

40s

Spanish
and some
English

College

Reading, writing,
and math

Theology

Carlos, “The Natural Born Leader”: Slowly But Surely Moving Closer to the Goal
Carlos narrated that he grew up in a family that encouraged education. His oldest sister is
an elementary school teacher. When he decided to drop out of high school, his parents did not
encourage him to return due to his history of learning problems. He does not consider being an
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ELL an issue but does consider his LD and stuttering to be issues. This is how he described one
of his first experiences of growing up with an LD,
My oldest sister was working as an elementary school teacher, and it was obvious to her
that I had a learning disability. She just provided me with the confirmation I needed to
validate my disability issues. I tried so hard to keep up with my classmates. No matter
how hard I worked to comprehend the material, I was just getting by, like being promoted
from a grade level to the next. In middle school, they put me in a program called XxXXX
for students who had fallen through the cracks. Despite having a teacher tell me that I
was going to end up in prison, my middle school experiences were not as horrible as my
high school experiences. High school was just horrible.
Carlos added that shortly after he got his general education diploma, he joined the U.S.
Army. He was capable of the physical aspects but faced challenges in courses involving reading
and other academic skills. He eventually received an honorable certificate of release or discharge
from active duty. After being discharged, he enrolled at a university. He saw himself as a person
with an LD but wanted to keep this private. He thought only the office of disabilities and
professors needed to know about his disability. Once he was diagnosed with an LD in reading,
writing, and math in college, he started to pass his classes because he asked for accommodations.
Eventually, he was placed on the dean’s list (see Figure 1). He now holds two leadership
positions in college organizations due to his leadership abilities (see Figures 2 and 3).
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Figure 1
Carlos’s Dean’s List Certificate
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Figure 2
Carlos’s Certificate From the National Society of Leadership and Success
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Figure 3
Recognition of Carlos’s Accomplishments

Idalia, “The Free Spirit and Implementer”
Idalia turned out to be the busiest student I encountered. The interview date had to be
updated several times due to her schoolwork and full-time job. Idalia is an excellent example of
an ELL with an LD. Her family had emigrated from a politically oppressive island located in the
Caribbean Sea when she was just a child. They came to the United States in search of freedom
and a better life. Therefore, they emphasized getting a job more than an education.
In elementary school, Idalia noticed that she did not fit the learning mode of most
students. When she asked questions about her learning perspective, she was told repeatedly to
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stay inside the box. She said that she did not know then the meaning of staying inside the box. I
noticed during the interview that she was extremely eloquent in the English language. She spoke
English fluently, without the language gaps characteristic of second language learners who must
pause to translate words. She entered elementary school speaking and understanding Spanish
only, and she was placed in a program that helped her learn English. When she exited that
program, she was placed directly in the regular English gifted and talented program. As the
interview progressed, she shared the influence of positive reinforcement from her teachers, who,
contrary to her family, encouraged her to continue to be successful in school.
Idalia found ways to cope with her disability on her own until it became too much for her.
She stated she was perceived as a loser and called names when she could not find ways to get the
same grades as her college classmates. In college, she investigated how and where to get tested
for LDs. Upon getting her LD diagnosis, she registered with the school’s office of disabilities
and began receiving accommodations. Because she was determined to get her degree, she said
she did not care about the negative aspects of others seeing her receive accommodations.
Nevertheless, she stated that the lack of informational resources prevented her from asking for
help sooner. Ultimately, however, she felt accepted by the faculty and small group of friends and
did not care about the wrongful perceptions others might have of her.
At the time of the interview, she was a few months away from getting her undergraduate
degree. Later, she sent me a copy of her bachelor’s degree in biology (see Figure 4). She said her
first and greatest academic achievement was earning her associate of arts degree. During the time
of the interview, she was months away from obtaining her bachelor’s degree. Although she
admitted she would never be an honor roll student because of her reading and writing disability,
she excels in leadership skills (see Figure 5).
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Figure 4
Idalia’s Associate of Arts Degree
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Figure 5
Idalia’s Leadership and Success Certificate

Shayla, “The Loner”: It Is a Cultural Thing
Shayla entered school speaking only Spanish, so she qualified to be placed in a classroom
where instruction would be delivered in Spanish and English. The school offered dual-language
instruction to her, but her parents signed the necessary legal forms to opt out of the program.
Although she needed dual-language instruction, she was misplaced in a monolingual classroom
at her parent’s request. She said she immediately felt frustrated and frequently cried because she
did not know what the teacher or her classmates were talking about. In addition, her classmates
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called her names because she could not understand the English language. She was around 6 years
old at that time.
By the time she was in third grade, she was fluent in English. However, she could not
comprehend the longer reading passages in subjects that involved reading and could not write a
legible sentence. She recalled being unable to keep up with her classroom assignments. Her
classmates were calling her names because she could not keep up with the requirements of
reading longer passages and answering questions about the reading passage. Consequently, the
school asked her parents for written authorization to have her tested for an LD. She described
tearfully that her parents were offended and refused to give permission to have her tested
because they equated LDs with being dumb. She thought her parents’ reasons for refusing to
authorize the test might have been related to their goal of finding a better life in the United
States. She stated, “The trauma I suffered was a cultural thing; my parents wanted for me a better
life than the life they had, and there was no room for language or learning issues. They just
advised me to try harder.”
Shayla continued her story by saying that she felt dually traumatized by being misplaced
into a monolingual program and coping with an LD on her own. She said, “I believe that same
trauma might have resulted in my additional issues such as feelings of anxiety and feelings of
awkwardness that ultimately led me to feel withdrawn as my grades continued to get lower and
lower.” She finally graduated from high school and entered a college out of state. She returned
home after failing almost every subject. After that, she enrolled in easy, fun courses to improve
her grades and get out of academic probation status (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6
Shayla’s “Fun Courses”

After taking what she described as “easy courses” in massage therapy to bring up her
grade point average (GPA) at the local community college, she entered the current university and
found a way to get herself tested for LDs. She qualified for reading, writing, and math. She
immediately registered with the disabilities office and began receiving a couple of crucial
accommodations that allowed her to have academic success. She planned to graduate in a couple
of semesters. She chose to study on her own to avoid distractions and still considered herself
socially and mentally traumatized by early childhood experiences. She made a point to tell me on
several occasions that she suffered from mental health issues related to the dual trauma she
experienced in grade school.
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Natividad, “The Optimist Pushing Through”
Natividad recounted the happy memories of growing up in a home with little money but
lots of love. However, she did not dwell on the negative aspects of poverty or on being adopted
as a baby by a family of two older sisters and a single mother. She stated she did not dwell on
those aspects because she did not know she was poor, and she always counted on the
unconditional love and support of her adoptive family. Her family instilled in her the will to
move forward in her education with a positive attitude and kindness. Because her mom only
spoke Spanish, the family spoke only Spanish at home. Natividad entered school knowing only
Spanish but soon caught up and could verbally communicate in her new language, perhaps
because she did not feel any apprehension in asking questions. Besides, she was used to
receiving feedback from interacting with her family.
Natividad stated that she did not have any major social or academic problems until
around the end of third grade and the beginning of fourth grade. Although she was an excellent
math student, the reading comprehension passages and writing assignments were hard to
complete on her own. Her sisters would help her at home with her homework, but she felt that it
was not the help she needed. She recounted that she felt that she was not smart enough but did
not know what she could do. Natividad felt her peers’ perception of her being the smartest
student in math had changed because of her low reading and writing grades. By the end of fourth
grade, she was officially diagnosed with an LD in reading and writing. Receiving class
accommodation made her feel embarrassed in front of her peers. She claimed her positive
attitude and math abilities made her feel accepted by most of her peers. Nevertheless, she wished
she did not have an LD.
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Natividad graduated from high school and chose to work and, later, marry. Years later,
she registered in college and successfully continued her journey toward an undergraduate degree.
She was receiving accommodations such as time and a half to finish her tests and was not
embarrassed anymore to receive LD support services. She struggled with feelings of rejection
when asking for accommodations, but she asked anyway. For the most part, she socialized as
little as possible and only with peers who helped each other survive college. For example, she
emphasized starting or joining study groups each time she took a new class.
Emily, “Look at Me”: “I Want To Be Included”
Emily narrated the story of how she was raised in government public housing by a single
mother of five children. Her mother encouraged education in her children because of the many
financial hardships she encountered to support her family. With a fifth-grade education, she did
not own a car and had to use public transportation to go to work. Nevertheless, she worked very
hard at a hotel, making beds and cleaning toilets. She wanted a better life for her children, and
she was very supportive of their education.
Emily grew up speaking Spanish at home and speaking “broken English” at school, in
addition to stuttering. She began feeling like an outsider in the first grade when her peers would
make fun of her for her speech problem and for what she perceived to be her language
difference. She recounted that beginning in third grade, she could hardly make sense of what she
read, and writing was close to impossible. She had never passed a spelling test. She was
overwhelmed with feelings of confusion and anxiety, even more so when her mother chose not to
sign the authorization to have her tested for LDs. However, her mother agreed for her to receive
speech therapy lessons at school. She recounted feeling socially excluded because of her LD and
her physical appearance. She commented,
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I perceived my peers excluded me from their birthday parties and later on from their
fiestas of quinceañera. I know my peers avoided my presence because they wouldn’t even
look at me. I wanted to be included. I concluded that the reason they excluded [me] could
be my physical appearance and my learning disability. I was overwhelmed with feelings
of loneliness and anxiety.
Emily continued to share her story by saying that she took one course at a time in college
so she could concentrate on taking it slowly and getting a good grade each semester while
working full-time. During the 2-year program, it took her several years to get certified in her
field. While working full-time, she bought a car and had her first procedure to enhance her
physical appearance. At the time of the interview, she had tattooed eyebrows, which is all she
insisted on showing in the interview video, and she said she planned to do more to enhance her
appearance and self-esteem. Her stuttering issue was persistent in the video.
Displaying her new appearance and driving a car, she felt that attending school full-time
would not be as awful as when she was in high school. By now, she had learned about the
process of getting tested for an LD. She knew taking a full load of classes each semester would
not be possible without accommodations. She got tested and qualified for several
accommodations in reading and writing but only took the accommodation that entitled her to
time and a half for tests. She did not want to be known as a student with an LD, and she kept her
accommodations private between her professors and her. She felt accepted by her peers, which
she attributed to her changing physical appearance and keeping her disability private. She was
proud of her long and difficult journey and was looking forward to graduating in less than 2
years.
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Benicio, “The Motivator”: “If You Accentuate Your Strengths, You Will Be Magnificent”
Benicio narrated his story of growing up “within a heavy yoke of veterans” in his family.
His father, his grandfather, and several uncles served in the military. As a little boy, he learned
from his father the values of tough character formation, while his mother taught him kindness.
He said he thinks he grew up being emotionally balanced for that reason. He stated that his
family encouraged not only education but also serving in the military. He continued to narrate his
story by saying that he always knew he had an LD, but he did not recognize it as an LD. He
knew he needed more time than his peers to comprehend and finish his assignments, and he
finished high school with a few accommodations.
Benicio stated that he did not consider himself a “disabled” person because although he
was diagnosed with an LD, he compensates by using his natural strengths, like public speaking.
Many times, others do not see his disability. His purpose is to accentuate his strengths and
succeed in getting his degree, even with an LD. He thinks everyone has strengths that should be
utilized to work out their weaknesses. Seeing the posttraumatic stress issues that his relatives had
as a result of serving in the military deterred him from joining the military immediately after
graduating high school. For that reason, he did not join the military until he was 27, immediately
after the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers in New York City. In Iraq, he got physically
injured and had to spend 4 years in the hospital, enduring what he describes as “back-to-back
surgeries.” In addition, he suffered severe hearing loss.
After being dismissed from the hospital with aches and pains as a result of his combat
injuries and severe hearing loss in addition to his LD, he decided to register in college, where he
is receiving all the necessary accommodations. He attributed his academic success to
communicating with his professors and receiving assistance from the office of student
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disabilities. He reiterated that he did not consider himself physically disabled, though some days
he “cannot get out of bed because on a pain scale of 1 to 10, I might be a 3 or 4.” He admitted
that when he suffers aches and pains, he struggles with his studies. Despite his hearing loss,
aches, pains, and LD, he has managed to stay on the dean’s list. He has maximized his natural
communication skills by becoming a motivational speaker to diverse populations, including
injured war veterans. He has a few courses left to complete his first undergraduate degree in the
field of theology with a minor in business administration.
It is evident from the stories the participants told that each of them faced plenty of
opportunities to abandon their desire to obtain a college degree, such as being called derogatory
names because of their dual characteristics. What follows is the thematic analysis detailing the
experiences of ELLs with LDs.
English Language Learners With Learning Disabilities Paving the Way to Success:
Thematic Analysis
I approached the data analysis by following Saldaña’s (2021) coding process, which
consisted of several cycles of coding. I utilized in vivo coding to attain an in-depth understanding
of the participants’ ideas and meanings expressed in their individual stories. In the first cycle, I
examined the interview transcripts, documents, and artifacts the participants produced; the visual
materials; and the observational and self-reflective notes I took throughout the data collection
process. In the second cycle of the coding process, I chose the pattern coding technique to
recognize and condense the information into smaller chunks or summaries. I identified the
similarities in the coded data, grouped them together, and later used them to generate major
themes. In the third step, code weaving, I integrated all the codes into a summary, using
keywords and phrases in narrative form. During the fourth and final stage, I reviewed the

54
summaries to identify the emergent themes from the coding process. In other words, I identified
the codes in the form of sentences capturing the essence of the participants’ responses.
What follows is a thematic analysis of the findings derived from several cycles of coding
the interview transcripts and additional data sources. As a second language learner, I felt some of
my emotions reflected in some of the participants’ struggles. Thus, I relied on practicing
reflexivity by ongoing interrogations of my potential biases through journal writing. Through
data analysis, I identified the following interrelated themes: (a) long and winding roads to
success; (b) LD and ELL: challenging the labels; (c) navigating the system: is it all about
accommodations? and (d) simply move forward: overcoming challenges (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7
Major Themes and Subthemes
Research Question

Themes

Subthemes

How do English language
learners with learning
disabilities understand their
experiences of paving the
way to success in higher
education?

Long and winding roads to
success

(a) English language
learners: Who are we?
(b) Learning disabilities

How do these students
understand themselves as
successful individuals?

Learning disabilities and
English language learners:
Challenging labels

(a) Strengthening their
academic performance
(b) Managing time and
study practices
(c) Conquering low selfesteem

How do they navigate the
system of higher education?

Navigating the system: Is it
all about accommodations?

(a) Support system
(b) Welcoming campus

What are the challenges, if
any, that these students face
in pursuit of academic
success?

Simply move forward:
Overcoming challenges

(a) Challenge themselves
to learn about selfawareness and selfadvocacy skills
(b) Challenge themselves
to disclose their
disabilities and access
academic support
services
(c) Challenge themselves
to exercise
perseverance and
resilience
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The Long and Winding Roads to Success
One of the main findings of this study was that students are finding their way to success
by following unique paths. Their roads to success are truly long and winding. Although the path
to success can be longer for students with disabilities, the participants of this study overcame
challenges that could have deterred them from achieving their dream of obtaining a college
degree. As they overcame each obstacle to finishing their degree, their resilience created greater
self-confidence and self-esteem. I found it important to examine the ways they responded to
obstacles on their path to success and, in their own words, what it means to be both a student
with a disability and an ELL. In this regard, participants expressed several commonalities and
differences in their experiences.
English Language Learners: Who Are We?
The study participants had both commonalities and differences in their experiences as
ELLs paving their way to completing a college degree. Being two to three semesters away from
college graduation at the time of the interviews, they could offer substantial contributions to
every aspect of this study. Their narratives were rich with landmark events as to how they got to
this point. All six participants entered school speaking the Spanish language. Two of these
students understood some English words and short phrases but could not hold conversations in
English. However, they could hold conversations in their dominant language, Spanish. The other
four could understand and speak Spanish only. Since the dominant language of the participants
was Spanish, all six qualified to be tested for bilingual education services.
The process of entering a bilingual education program requires parents’ written
permission to administer a battery of tests in both languages to determine their child’s dominant
language. Then the student is instructed in their dominant language. This is relevant to this study
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because even though a teacher is aware that the student does not understand a word of English,
she needs the parents’ permission to test the student for bilingual education services. Such was
the case for two of the six Spanish-dominant students—namely, Shayla and Emily, whose
parents refused to authorize the school district–designated professional to test them. The result of
being placed in a monolingual classroom is best explained by Shayla: “I grew up going to school
as a Spanish speaker in English classes on purpose so that I would learn English at school and
practice Spanish at home.”
By the time most participants entered middle school, they could communicate verbally in
the English language as well as their peers without LDs. However, all of them had been victims
of some degree of exclusion, harassment, and bullying due to their dual condition as ELLs with
LDs. The situation continued throughout their high school years. Carlos, who presently held two
leadership positions and was on the dean’s list at the university, recalled the memory of a high
school professor who told him he “had a very good chance of ending up in prison.”
All participants of this study attended American public schools. English became their
dominant language, and they did not consider communicating in the English language an
obstacle to their studies. However, they opted to keep their primary language. Although their
academic language is English, all six felt their primary language was an extra resource. For
instance, Idalia stated, “The fluidity of Spanish, to be able to move back and forth from English
to Spanish, gives me the opportunity to help people who don’t speak English.” Benicio added,
“Speaking two languages means keeping both cultures alive, but English is my academic
language.” All participants affirmed that understanding the English language was not a problem
for them. Instead, the following section offers an explanation of the problem as given by these
groups of ELLs.
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Learning Disabilities
An LD is a disorder that negatively impacts a student’s ability to read, write, speak,
process information, or do math but is not caused by an issue with sight, hearing, injury, mental
retardation, emotional disturbance, the environment, or socioeconomic status (Learning
Disabilities Association of America, 2015). LDs are often referred to as hidden disabilities
because people with LDs often do not show visible signs. For example, Idalia, who looks like
any other student and has an LD, said,
It is very difficult for people to understand that I have a learning disability. If I had a
physical disability like missing a leg, I would not have to explain that I have a physical
disability because they see it’s not easy for me to get around.
Consequently, in postsecondary institutions, officials and instructors lack awareness of
which students have LDs.
In this study, a student with an LD is an individual at a postsecondary institution who
provided the necessary paperwork required by the institution to document their LD in areas,
including, but not limited to, reading, writing, or mathematics. I am very grateful to my
participants for deciding to come forward and share their experiences of what it is like to attend a
postsecondary institution. What follows are the student voices expressing their unique encounters
when they first learned they had an LD. For instance, Natividad said that by third grade, it was
noticeable to her mom, older sisters, and teachers that her writing and reading comprehension
skills were unacceptable. She stated,
[My writings] were just scribbles, and I could never pass a spelling test. Toward the end
of third grade, my teacher called my mom for a meeting to inform her that I worked hard
but was falling behind in my grades and that I struggled more than the other kids in class
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and felt confused. So my mom agreed to have me evaluated, but that did not happen until
the fourth grade. So by the end of fourth grade, I was diagnosed with learning disabilities
in reading and writing. I did not qualify for math. I had always excelled in math. By that,
I mean that I knew nobody could beat me in word computation practice sheets. I did have
problems reading the story problems, but when the teacher was explaining the story
problems, as she read them aloud, I was the first one to figure out the correct answer. …
Although my verbal communication skills were good, I was never an independent reader
and was unable [to] pass reading tests on my own that involved reading comprehension
skills.
As Natividad mentioned in her response, following her teachers’ recommendations, her mom
agreed to have her tested for LDs. As early as fourth grade, she qualified for academic
accommodations in reading and writing.
Out of all the participants, only Natividad had already been tested and diagnosed with
LDs by the time she entered college. That meant she was prepared to update the assessment tool
used for college students. The other five participants got tested and diagnosed with LDs in
reading, writing, and math during college. The following paragraph explains the reasons they
waited to be tested and diagnosed.
Carlos and Benicio were promoted from one grade level to the next without mastering the
learning objectives. For example, Carlos stated, “I was one of those students that people said fell
in the cracks, so teachers kept promoting [me] from one grade to the next.” Benicio was also
continually promoted. After all, he was perceived by his parents and teachers as being a very
smart student who chose not to do his work. However, Benicio always knew he had an LD. He
stated,
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Well, I guess you could say I’ve always known that I had a learning disability, and, you
know, I found myself being a slow reader growing up in school. I had a lot of people tell
me, “Oh, wow, you’re so smart. But you don’t apply yourself.”
The parents of three of the participants denied the school permission to test their children.
The lack of such documentation can be connected to parents’ lack of awareness of LDs. For
instance, Shayla mentioned,
I started having reading comprehension issues and writing issues around third grade. I
used to spend a lot of time on one thing and complete it effectively. And it was as if a
switch just went off in the third grade with the more extensive writing requirements, and I
was just scribbling through my papers. I could understand my scribbles. But obviously,
the teachers didn’t understand my work. Consequently, I started to get lower grades
whenever writing for any subject was involved. Then they called my parents and
informed them of my reading comprehension issues and my writing issues and how they
were affecting my grades. My parents opposed testing, so I was never tested. I was[n’t]
tested and accurately diagnosed until college. … I am crying because it is a horrible
feeling not to ask for help because your parents don’t want you to. I noticed in high
school trying to complete my work and not being able to. I would read and cry because I
could not bring myself to finish a page. Then I would start reading another page, and by
the end of the paragraph, I couldn’t remember the beginning.
According to Shayla, her parents undervalued her LD, and as a result, she suffered the stress of
dealing with it on her own until she was considered a legal adult.
Most participants who were not diagnosed with LDs until college attended grade school
without any academic assistance. While in college, they experienced failing most of their courses
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because they did not know where to ask for help or chose not to ask for help once they were
university students. Most of them did not ask for help until they were placed on academic
probation several times. Their desire to complete a college degree encouraged them to learn
skills to become their own advocate and research the process for testing and diagnosis of their
LD. It is noteworthy to mention that at the university level, the six ELL participants did not
consider language the problem; their problem was coping with their LD. Emily echoed the
sentiments of the other five participants. She said,
I can kill myself trying to take notes because I have trouble with spelling. So I know that
[the] English language is not the problem, but my disability is the problem. Writing,
spelling, and sometimes comprehending the class reading assignments is difficult.
Except for Natividad, the participants stated that their LD issues were not addressed until they
were in college. Most of these students entered college with the goal of pursuing a degree but
had entered school not speaking the English language and with an undiagnosed LD. By the time
these students graduated from high school, they had been victimized by peers and even teachers
who called them names, ostracized them, or gave them negative labels due to their diverse way
of learning. Despite the negative labels they were subjected to throughout high school, these
students still desired to continue their journey of obtaining a college degree. In the next section, I
address how these students challenged the labels attached to them because of their LDs.
Learning Disabilities and English Language Learners: Challenging Labels
The purpose of the data analysis was to address how these students understand
themselves as successful individuals. Based on the data analysis, it appears that by the time these
students entered college, they had been exposed to a monolingual English learning environment
for years and were able to understand and successfully communicate with others in social
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situations as well as in various learning environments. After they learned the English language,
the problem became the stigmatization and labeling they were subjected to as they struggled to
make sense of the classwork and fell behind their peers. The participants were aware of their
academic weaknesses, and most tried to work on these weaknesses on their own. Emily stated,
I did it on my own. In the beginning when I started college, I was embarrassed to ask for
help because I feel different because of my learning disability. I have a hard time
understanding the comprehension skills that are required to write a research paper. I
struggled doing required writing assignments in my classes. Then I thought that if I
wanted to get my degree, I had to ask for help. But then again, it was like, towards the
end of my program—I do not get stuck now that I am in the last year of the program.
Therefore, participants shared that after failing on their own, they had no other choice but
to seek academic support services. In doing so, they demonstrated to themselves a determination
to focus on their goal of obtaining a college degree. In their unique ways, the participants
managed the negative criticism from peers while focusing on their goals. In searching for
answers as to how ELLs with LDs challenged labels to reach academic success, this research
revealed the following subthemes: (a) overcoming academic weaknesses, (b) managing time and
study practices, and (c) conquering low self-esteem.
Strengthening the Academic Performance
By the time participants attended college, they were all aware of their academic
weaknesses. Despite their differences, all participants said that they needed more time than
students without disabilities to address their academic deficits. Benicio, a wounded Iraq War
veteran, motivational speaker, and theology major, said,
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It takes me so much longer to get through the work that I need to get done in order to be
successful in school … and before I was diagnosed, others often told me I was smart but
lazy and I needed to apply myself.
Benicio was so focused on strengthening his academic weaknesses in reading comprehension
and writing that he even attended tutoring sessions. His desire to learn the material to become a
better motivational speaker paid off academically. His uncompromised commitment to spend
more time focusing on his academic weaknesses earned him several academic recognitions on
the dean’s list. By choosing to focus on addressing his academic weaknesses instead of the
wrong perceptions others had of him, he has found success.
Idalia strengthened her reading, writing, and comprehension skills by getting information
directly from the professor. After reading the class syllabus, she scheduled an appointment with
the professor and asked to clarify a specific issue she did not understand on her own. She said
that sometimes her professors misunderstood her disability as laziness or that she wanted
something for free. For that reason, Idalia firmly informed the professor that she was driven by
the desire to complete her degree and it was very important she learn the class material to apply
it in the medical field. She commented,
I didn’t like to say, “I have a learning disability,” because I felt like a lot of professors
felt—would treat me like if I was asking for something free. I’m not asking for something
free. I’m not asking for extra points; I’m asking for you to understand where I’m coming
from so that we are, you know—the challenges that I’m facing coming in. And so I’ll
say, you know, “I realized that you are aware that I have a learning disability. I’m not
understanding the way you’re presenting this material. And if you have extra time, would
you mind sitting with me and going over the material?” You know, and I tell the
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professor, “This is what I understood you said from listening to you and want to know
how I’m interpreting it. Did I understand you correctly? If not, you tell me where I’m
going wrong.” And they usually say yes [to clarifying the material].
Students with LDs have a disability that could impact how they perform in the classroom,
and the participants in this study often had to clarify the impact of their disability to their
professors. Some students with LDs might be misunderstood if they do not communicate with
the faculty. It was crucial for the academic success of these students to have the courage to face
their professors to clarify academic issues they could not comprehend because of their LDs.
Therefore, by asking the professors about the parts of the lectures that she did not understand,
Idalia reached academic success. Meanwhile, Benicio was accessing all available supportive
services offered by the office of disabilities. Whereas he attained academic honors, Idalia stated
she would never be an honor roll student, and that was okay with her because she excelled in
applying what she learned outside the classroom.
Managing Time and Using Their Unique Study Practices
Time management is an issue for all people, but for the participants, it is crucial. It may
take them longer to complete their class assignments, projects, and homework. The participants
reported the greatest challenge was figuring out how to do everything by the due date. The
study’s findings revealed that participants were very disciplined in balancing the time needed to
study and hold a job. For this reason, most regretted not having the time to get involved in
extracurricular activities. For instance, Benicio stated, “I haven’t really participated in schoolrelated associations or any other associations, mostly because I don’t have a lot of time, as I
balance my time pretty well and I stay pretty busy.” The participants compromised their social
activities to dedicate all their time to pursuing their degrees. Emily and the other participants also
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placed their social life on hold to dedicate all their time to their studies. She stated, “All their
time is carefully divided between work and study, and study and work. There is not even
optional time left to do anything else.”
The participants indicated that effectively organizing their time was a crucial component
in being successful in college. The participants realized that staying on the same pace as their
peers was advantageous because it prevented them from being perceived as different by their
classmates. As they approached graduation, they focused on the strategies that had worked for
them consistently: time management and study skills.
The participants appeared to be very structured and organized with their time. They
recognized that as ELLs with LDs, they needed more time to complete their class requirements,
and they chose to sacrifice social engagement activities and extracurricular activities for
academic responsibilities so that they could progress to graduation. In order to succeed
academically, the participants adopted unique study practices. While Shayla only studied by
herself, Natividad felt she needed to be part of a small study group. Benicio and Idalia felt they
needed to consult the professor to ensure they understood the assignment instructions correctly.
Carlos would do his classwork on his own and would consult the professor only after he had
exhausted himself mentally by trying to understand the material by himself. He said,
I strive to get an A in every class. I plan to ask questions only to the professors as a last
resource and only when I do not understand the assignment. My goal is to maintain a
good grade point average so that I can continue to be in [on] the dean’s list. So now, have
a look at my overall average … 3.3. I take it one step at a time … applying what has
worked for me so far until I graduate. I have tasted success by being on the dean’s list for
two consecutive semesters. To me, the recognition was similar to getting a paycheck for
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working a job. I stay a step ahead of the professor by reading ahead, many times the same
chapter. Reading ahead or at least skimming through the material has been a successful
strategy for me. If I am pressed for time, I just read the summaries at the end of the
chapter. For example, with a new semester starting, I will start reading within a couple of
weeks to a month before the classes start. I will start reading just to get an idea of what
the classes would be like. That’s the kind of strategy that’s worked for me.
Carlos’s study practices have proved effective for him because he is another ELL with
LDs who found that others noticed his efforts to pursue graduation. He continued to implement
study practices that have placed him on the dean’s list. Shayla echoed Carlos’s effective strategy
of studying by herself. For Benicio, studying on his own proved an effective practice. Long
hours of studying coupled with a desire to learn and graduate placed him on the dean’s list. He
stated, “My goal is to learn all I can, not just to graduate. I want to apply what I learn to help
others in my job as a motivational speaker.”
Meanwhile, Emily reported sharing class information with a reliable peer. She narrated
her most effective study practices and said,
I review the classwork for that day as soon as I can and always stay one class ahead of
reading assignments. I call some classmates on the phone and discuss the questions I am
not understanding or [am] not sure [about]. This is helpful to me as well as my classmate
because it helps us both go over the class reading assignments. Then I might visit her at
her house to see the written notes and listen to the recorded notes or call them on the
phone.
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Emily is very sensitive about and protective of her LD. The practice of studying with one student
or a small number of students per class has proved an effective study measure for her. She shared
that except for a couple of Cs, all her grades are As and Bs.
Idalia and Natividad, who used to be ashamed of having an LD, have faced the fact that
they will always have an LD, and they are not ashamed anymore. Consequently, they do not
mind educating others about their LD. Idalia echoed Natividad by saying that studying with one
peer or in a group has proved effective. She reported,
I ask peers for help. For example, I have a couple of good friends that I’ve made here …
and one of them types the notes for herself and shares them with me. I explained to them
my writing disability and they were ok with it. … But when I study in group, because I
think differently than other people, if I bring up an idea, they see it’s not flowing in the
way that they learn. And I’m like, “Hey, this is the way I interpreted the information. I
have a learning disability.” … And it feels like a lot of times I have to constantly explain
my learning disabilities to my peers. However, I do feel that occasionally people will call
me names even at this level. For example, they’ll say, like, “That’s dumb. That’s not
what the textbook means,” and be very dismissive toward any kind of input that I have. I
am a senior looking to graduate in a few more months. I did not think I was going to go
anywhere when I started community college.
And when I received my 2-year associate’s diploma from community college, I
thought, holy crap, like, I did it. And, and that was quite a stepping-stone for me. Like, I
did it; now let’s go further. And I now—I am looking forward to graduating … with my
undergraduate degree. I’m like, okay, I did it once and I can do this. At times, it might
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seem like you’re not getting anywhere. But it’s gratifying when you see those milestones
behind you.
It is noteworthy to mention that Idalia achieved her goal of earning her bachelor’s degree before
I concluded writing my dissertation. Idalia and the other students realized that focusing on
obtaining their graduation goal by using time management and effective study practices is as
rewarding as it is challenging. In the following section, I discuss another common challenge that
prevailed in this study: challenging feelings of low self-esteem.
Conquering Low Self-Esteem
Self-esteem in this research study refers to how the participants assessed themselves. This
self-assessment could either be positive or negative. By the time the participants began attending
postsecondary education, they had been exposed to negative name-calling due to their dual
characteristic of being ELLs with LDs. The participants had endured rejection by others that
manifested itself in name-calling or labels from peers and even instructors. Consequently, these
experiences led the participants to develop feelings of low self-esteem. However, these
participants courageously challenged their feelings of low self-esteem and did not allow it to
deter them from their goal; instead, challenging their low self-esteem has brought them closer to
it. Being that the participants are from one to three semesters away from graduation, their
responses demonstrate their effectiveness in overcoming low self-esteem feelings.
Idalia, a senior at the university, shared that even at her senior level, her peers still called
her names because of her cognitive diversity. She stated her self-esteem started to improve when
she decided to take steps to improve her GPA and stop listening to the labels that others imposed
on her. She informed them that she had been recognized as gifted and talented as a child and, at
27, was also diagnosed with cognitive LDs. As she continued her narrative, she said,
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My GPA was 0.05 when I was [officially] diagnosed with learning disabilities. I felt I had
to explain to my peers that I considered myself smart and that I just had learning
disabilities that kept me from making brain connections like they made connections. And
it affected my comprehension skills, and when I write a word on paper, it does not come
out the way it should on paper. Then my classmates understand, and I feel my classmates
include me in their friendships, student clubs, and organizations. I’ve never felt excluded,
and I don’t feel ashamed anymore about letting others know that I have a learning
disability.
Idalia’s change in self-esteem, as she expressed it, suggests that labels and name-calling can be
addressed by explaining to peers why these labels are unfounded. As her GPA improved, so did
her self-esteem. Idalia’s sentiments echo those of most of the participants.
By contrast, Carlos relied on his leadership abilities to provide him with the recognition
he needed to improve his already damaged self-esteem. Benicio also relied on his strengths as a
communicator to improve his self-esteem. Both participants reported being popular at the
university, which boosted their self-esteem. Carlos’s natural leadership skills, coupled with his
technical knowledge of computers, placed him in a leadership position at the university. He
found it gratifying that his peers sought him out at his computer lab because he has knowledge
other students need, and he is happy to assist them. But to maintain his high self-esteem, as he
expressed it, he must keep his LD private. Carlos said,
Unfortunately, I was perceived by others as stupid or weird. I knew I was not stupid, and
I knew I was not weird, and I just learned things in a different way. … I think of myself
and to myself only as a person with a learning disability. Because I do not like labels, I do
not volunteer to others the fact that I have a learning disability for fear of being called
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labels or names like in high school. To me, it’s a personal private thing. It’s between my
instructors, the office of learning disabilities, and me. … I am in charge of the academic
technical lab at the university. I was kind of like at the bottom of the totem pole. Now I
get the respect of other students and the validation I was longing for as a person who
holds an authority position at the university.
Benicio and Carlos used their character strengths to challenge feelings of low self-esteem. They
both had experienced being called names, and both enjoyed being on the dean’s list.
Participants experienced challenging feelings of low self-esteem by recognizing their
strengths and weaknesses and acting on them. For instance, in her journey to academic success,
Idalia felt she had to have the courage to communicate to her peers the reasons they perceived
her as weird, dumb, and different. Carlos and Benicio chose to use their character strengths to
improve their bruised self-esteem. Both ways of challenging their feelings of low self-esteem
resulted in increased self-esteem and, as a result, increased individual assessment of their selfworth. Therefore, participants had their goals directed toward a bright future because they felt
worthy before their peers and instructors.
Navigating the System: Is It All About Accommodations?
Supporting students’ needs does not rely solely on accessing common reasonable
accommodations. The findings of this study revealed that ELLs with LDs need a couple of
additional factors to help them navigate the postsecondary system successfully. The participants
stated that a welcoming campus and an emotional support system were essential elements for
reaching their main goal and vision. Worth noting is the fact that once they had been tested for
LDs, they received accommodations to ensure they had education equality in the areas needed.
All students attributed a significant part of their academic success to the accommodations they
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were receiving. The participants described accommodations as simply receiving the same testing
forms as students without LDs but time and a half, if needed, to finish the test.
The participants navigated the higher education system mainly by finding their own way
to fit in the system. The participants wanted to fit into the school’s social learning environment
while dealing with the same strict academic demands as their peers without LDs. Therefore, the
participants prepared for classes and tests by investing more time and effort in studying than
their peers without LDs. They wanted their efforts validated by being accepted on their campuses
and by receiving the emotional support they needed.
Welcoming Campus
A welcoming campus pertains to the participants’ perceptions of inclusion and
acceptance on the postsecondary institution campus. The participants shared that a welcoming
campus was essential for their success. Once their accommodations were in place and they were
passing their courses, most participants admitted they felt accepted in the campus community by
peers and instructors. In some cases, one of the reasons they felt accepted was that the school
maintained strict confidentiality about their LD status. For instance, Carlos kept his disability a
secret because it prevented potential name-calling. Although he did not volunteer to join campus
organizations, he felt welcomed when he was asked to join several groups several times. It gave
him a sense of belonging. Carlos said,
I have a sense I belong to the college community now that I am successful. I like being in
school. I do feel like I belong to the college community. I participated in [a] club in
school. … This involvement really helped me improve my stuttering problem because I
had to prepare and [I] presented speeches in front of some classes. Then, I was asked to
be the vice president of this organization. … I kind of liked it because I like being in
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charge. I kind of like being the boss. Also, I was asked to join this other organization,
which is new. … It deals with technology issues. I feel confident because I was asked to
join. … My disability kept me marginalized in elementary [school], maybe, but for sure
in middle school and high school. I avoided marginalization feelings by not getting
involved in any activities at all in middle school or high school. It’s completely different
than when I dropped out of high school because I had lost interest, and I did not want to
be there. I keep my disability a secret. I mean, I don’t volunteer I have a disability. I like
it so much now that I even go to summer school. I feel I am part of the shoe.
Benicio expressed that since he entered the university, he has never felt excluded by
anyone. He thought he would feel excluded because of his age. He expressed he always has felt
welcome and accepted. In his own words, he expressed the following by stating,
It’s been a rewarding experience to be in school at 47, 46 years old and feel so welcomed
by the professors and student body. It gives me confidence I go to [this] university. …
And I was a little hesitant at first about the in-person classes because, being older and, of
course, you know, with me having such invisible disabilities, I didn’t know how well the
student body and professors would receive me. I have not had any negative contact.
Everybody has been so welcoming and loving. Even other students I never ever knew.
Sometimes I feel excluded, but it’s more about my hearing disability that I got in combat.
I do not hear well the words they are saying. Other than that, I do feel very much
included.
Idalia and Natividad also perceived a sense of belonging in the campus community. That
sense of belonging was manifested when they felt included in study groups. Both felt welcomed
and accepted by their peers and instructors. Idalia commented that she would have never
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volunteered to lead a campus group. But at the insistence of an instructor and because of the
confidence placed in her, she now leads a campus group. Because she was pursued for her
talents, the appointment gave her a feeling of acceptance. She said,
I feel accepted in the college community. I don’t feel like there’s any kind of barrier
between me and the other students because of my learning disabilities. The bottom line is
that I do not feel marginalized. I feel my classmates include me in their friendships,
student clubs, organizations, and study groups. I’m the committee chair of the XXXX, so
I help to organize professional events. … And it’s been really good for me. I didn’t want
to be in it. I didn’t ask for the position. The actual adviser just kind of asked me to take
over this position. So I did.
The participants said that being invited by peers and instructors to join campus activities
empowered them with a sense of belonging. None of the participants took the initiative of joining
on their own. The fact that they were asked was significant for them because, as Carlos said, it
made them feel “part of the shoe.”
Emotional Support System
Emotional support was paramount for ELLs with LDs while they were working on
completing their undergraduate degree. Most of the participants discussed the importance of
support from their instructors, peers, family, and university officials and how these people
encouraged the participants during their journey. Benicio expressed he felt encouraged and
received emotional support through the different resources on campus. He stated that he gets
emotional support and encouragement from various sources. He said,
Professors, family, the students’ disability office, [and] the veteran organization on
campus. It is hard to fail with so many resources available for students with learning
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disabilities. When a professor used my paper as a class example—my paper, [by] a
person not only with learning disabilities but also a hearing impairment—I felt like the
professor was giving me kudos. When the professor gives me kudos, the overall
experience in education helps me feel successful as an individual. … My 18-year-old
daughter just started college in another college, and we kind of compete with each other
and encourage each other in a fun way. We chat almost every day and talk about
schoolwork.
Carlos, who is very selective about whom he shares his LD with, expressed that he
confides in one instructor who has always been available to listen to the struggles of his journey.
He reported,
As I mentioned before, I do not ask others for help, but I know I can always count on one
instructor who has always returned my messages and calls. I see him as my mentor. My
older sister has always been there for me, encouraging [me] to continue working on what
I want to do.
Natividad, who tries to be very social and does not shy away from telling others about her LD, if
necessary, gets her emotional support and encouragement from multiple sources as she navigates
the system of postsecondary education in pursuit of her main goal. She said,
After fighting feelings of rejection, I have asked counselors to help me, and after talking
to them, I feel encouraged. I attribute my success to being able to find my way through
small study groups. We kind of encourage each other. Instructors have also helped me,
[as have] my peers and even the office of student disabilities. But first, I fight feelings of
rejection, such as thinking that they are not going to counsel me. I feel counselors can
choose to help other students who do not have a disability, but [I] always get the support I
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am seeking and discover that counselors are willing to help me. I also get support from
my friends and family.
Shayla and Emily echoed the sentiments of the other participants by affirming they relied
on their family members and postsecondary institution for emotional support and
encouragement. In addition, Emily mentioned that she relied on “my faith in God (I was raised
going to church), my family (we are very close to each other), my peers at school, and my
professors.” While the other participants received moral support and encouragement from their
families to attain their goals, Idalia attested,
I don’t have the support of my family. I get support from the professors and peers I
encounter in my classes. My family didn’t care for education and didn’t see it as a
priority. The priority was getting a job. That’s success to my family and remains true to
this day. Along the way, I met so many teachers that just really instilled a love for
learning. I felt like that’s what I want for my life instead of working at McDonald’s. My
mom is a hairdresser, and there’s nothing wrong with that. But that’s just not what I
wanted, to do that.
Using the accommodations offered is a significant factor in student success. However,
students’ academic success is not entirely due to accommodations. These students determined
that obtaining a degree was their priority. Therefore, they needed to put other things aside to
focus on their learning. None of the participants volunteered to participate in social activities,
family events, or extracurricular activities to focus on their main goal. However, being asked to
join campus groups empowered them with feelings of belonging and acceptance. Except for one
participant, the moral support of their families was very important. All of them considered
encouragement from peers to be significant.
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During the time the interviews took place, the United States was required to quarantine to
safeguard against the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. Oddly enough, some of the students
with LDs expressed sentiments of not feeling the effects of the quarantine during the pandemic
as much as students without LDs because they were always focused on their goals.
Simply Move Forward: Overcoming Challenges
Attaining a college degree can be a confirmation of academic success for students with or
without LDs. The study participants embraced their identities and life circumstances in order to
obtain the academic degree they desired. Subsequently, they accepted the challenges associated
with their cognitive disability. They accepted the risk of learning about self-awareness and selfadvocacy skills. The risk-taking results may lead to producing academic success at the cost of
mental health issues. Shayla expressed that when she experienced this situation, she simply
moved forward toward her goal. An academically successful student with LDs, she described her
experience by stating,
I often feel as an outcast, to be completely honest with you, I don’t exactly feel like I fit
at any university setting where my learning disability makes me feel different and I am
different. I have validated myself by being a successful English language learner with
LD. I’m crying because I’m emotional about it. People commented about me, “She’s so
smart, but she doesn’t apply herself and she’s not going to make it. She’s going to get lost
along the way.” I did get lost along the way. And it was up to me to find me. It was up to
me to put myself back on track, and it was up to me to decide day in and day out what I
was going to do to make myself successful and to push forward. So, I found out what [is]
required of me to be a successful student. What worked for me … might not work for
you. And it’s not going to be the same because your journey is completely different.
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Simply move forward and learn from your mistakes. You can move forward by trying not
to repeat your same mistakes. Just keep on moving forward to your goal. A student who
has a learning disability and no help might end up like me, with added issues on top of
the learning disability—in my case, mental health issues of anxiety, fear, and a need for
isolation.
Participants also accepted the risk of disclosing their disability so they could access academic
support services and address their anxiety issues as they practice the perseverance and resilience
required to reach the goal of earning an undergraduate degree.
Self-Awareness and Self-Advocacy
Self-advocacy emerged as an important theme during the data analysis. Self-advocacy in
this study refers to the participants’ abilities to know their responsibilities and rights to
communicate and ask for help to succeed in postsecondary settings. Participants have the right
and responsibility to inform their instructors of their LD because the instructors and other
university officials have no idea who has an LD. It is important for students with LDs who seek
accommodations to have an adequate understanding of their disabilities. This understanding is
necessary to determine appropriate accommodations. Unfortunately, it is not all about
accommodations. Some participants were not aware they had an LD, and all participants lacked
the communication skills necessary to advocate for themselves. For example, they could not say
that they had dysgraphia; instead, they would describe the manifestation of dysgraphia. Shayla
said, “My writings were just scribbles. I could understand them, but my instructors could not
understand my scribbles … and no matter how hard I tried, the words just didn’t come out how I
pictured them.” Shayla’s description of one of her disabilities mirrors the same descriptive
manifestations of the other participants.
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In addition, two participants were not even aware they had a disability because their
teachers had told them that they were just lazy; obviously, they were smart, and they just needed
to apply themselves. Advocating for themselves represented one of the most important and
greatest challenges these participants had to overcome to succeed academically. Shayla
expressed that she felt intense anxiety and frustration and did not know what else to do. As a last
resort, she just jumped in, researching how to get the academic assistance she needed. Becoming
her own advocate got her the assistance she needed to succeed academically. However, her
unpreparedness to advocate for herself caused the mental issues she still suffers today. She
stated,
It was like I didn’t know what to do with myself anymore. I was at a point where I didn’t
know how to help me. And for 2 years, I didn’t. I had to go through a lot of stressful
situations like trying harder and failing until I was so desperate, crying out of frustration,
like I said. Then I found a way to get help on my own. I am passing all my courses. I
know I will never be a straight-A student, but I am passing all my courses. … And
looking back now that I will be graduating soon, I know that the struggles I suffered are
the cause of my mental issues.
Due to her determination to self-advocate and obtain the accommodations she needed,
Shayla expected to graduate soon. By contrast, Idalia, Carlos, and Benicio faced the challenge of
self-advocating by recruiting the assistance of a university official who provided them with the
advice they needed to advocate for themselves. Although Benicio and Carlos had been told that
they were smart but lazy, they knew that the opinion of their teachers was false. Yes, they agreed
with the part that they were smart, but they also knew that laziness was not the reason for their
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academic failure. The university official assisted them with information, guidance, and the
advocacy skills they needed to speak for themselves. Carlos stated,
I knew I needed to try something different when I could not remember things like how to
write the correct spelling of a word. I got discouraged, and, like I mentioned before, my
anxiety levels as well as my stuttering increased. So I just went to my doctor, who
prescribed medication to calm my anxiety. … Then I confided my problem to one of the
professors who had shown interest in always responding to his students’ messages, and
he advised me on what to do next. So I talked to whoever I needed to talk to and finally
got accommodations. Then my grades started to improve to the point that I became an
honor roll student just with a little bit of accommodations. I don’t really use all the
accommodations I qualified for because, at this point, I don’t really need them. … I only
need extra time to complete my tests and to sit in a quiet room away from distractions.
The participants’ responses indicated that recruiting the assistance of a university official
helped them practice self-advocacy skills to access academic accommodations and that
advocating for themselves kept them from falling behind their classmates. Natividad was the
only participant in the group who entered college already diagnosed with an LD. She is very
social and said that she knew that she had to speak for herself in college. She described how she
advocated for herself. She stated,
Academic assistance did not come knocking at my college classroom like it did in grade
school. So, I took the risk of assimilating to the college culture and sought academic
assistance. A learning disability will not keep me from getting my college degree. I am
pushing through obstacles with a positive attitude. I am 42 years old, and my daughters,
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who are 17 and 19 years old, will be in college soon. I am hoping that my daughter with
the learning disability will see me as an inspiration.
The participants’ way of developing self-advocacy skills with the purpose of accessing
accommodations varies from seeking accommodations on their own to finding a mentor who
would shed light on developing self-advocacy skills. The results of this study suggest that the
participants had to express their needs to someone because it was crucial they develop selfadvocacy skills to access the accommodations. As they were failing their courses, and with
determination to complete their graduation goal, the participants took the risk of accepting the
challenge of learning and effectively using self-advocacy skills.
Disclosing Disability and Access to Services
The main challenge that the participants of this study confronted was disclosing their
disability to college officials in order to continue in college. All six participants admitted
suffering from anxiety episodes before and after receiving the accommodation of extra time to
finish their tests. One participant added,
When others are aware of my disability issues, [it] stresses me out to the point of anxiety,
becoming one more issue to deal with. That happened to me last semester during algebra
class. Then I suffered from anxiety attacks in other classes as well, but I think my anxiety
attacks are related to my learning disability.
However, the frequency of anxiety episodes decreased in all participants once they saw the
positive results of accommodations that resulted from disclosing their disability. This group of
students who disclosed their disability took the risk of others making them feel embarrassed
because of their condition. Most participants narrated suffering from fear of embarrassment if
others knew about their LD. However, after taking the risk of disclosing their disability, these
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students’ low self-esteem started to increase, and they did not care about the negative perceptions
that others might have of them. They felt as competitive as the other students without LDs. Two
of the six students proudly volunteered to me that they were on the dean’s list. The other four
were satisfied with their academic success, mainly because they had earned their way out of
academic probation status.
In most cases, failure to keep up with the demands of heavy coursework and difficult
content prompted these students to seek help. This happened after several semesters of failing
most of their courses and after repeatedly being placed on academic probation. Idalia retold her
experience as follows and stated,
When I first started college … I failed the same chemistry course twice along with other
courses. It affected my GPA enough that I returned home because I felt I was wasting my
parent’s money and my time. Once back in my hometown, I applied at this university, but
my GPA was now too low to get accepted. My next step was to take any courses that I
considered easy at the community college. I enrolled in massage therapist courses to
bring up my average. When my GPA was decent, I reapplied to this university and got
accepted.
It is crucial that before accessing accommodation services, students present a diagnosis of
their disability. Disability diagnosis documentation can facilitate receiving appropriate and
adequate services. Lack of such documentation could delay eligibility for postsecondary
educational services. The university’s office of disabilities did not offer support services to
students without diagnosis documentation. Idalia’s voice echoed the other participants’
sentiments, who experienced the same feeling when they were diagnosed with LDs in college.
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Getting diagnosed at any level is a process, and the independent adult university student may not
be aware of it. Idalia stated,
I felt confused about the process. It’s very hard. They don’t make it easy. And I didn’t
know where to go get help. Like, what do I ask my doctor? What kind of letter? Is it
gonna cost me money for him to write a letter? And if it does, how much will they charge
you to write a letter? And I didn’t know, you know, besides that, what else do you need
to do then? Do I have to show this letter to every single professor? And they make it very
difficult to walk through that process. It’s not easy. If I wouldn’t have had the help from
the … university, I don’t think I would have asked for help.
Perseverance and Resilience
When discussing what led students with LDs to achieve academic success, I found that
perseverance and resilience were crucial factors. After failing most of their courses, the
participants were able to bounce back from multiple situations. Participants had to be willing to
complete the class requirements and put in the time to pass the classes that were difficult for
them. Emily said, “I was able to earn as good grades as my classmates in college by putting [in]
more time and effort than my classmates without learning disabilities.”
Students with LDs had to be able to stick with it, even if they failed in the first or second
attempt to complete a satisfactory class project. The participants demonstrated that they
persevered by repeatedly trying until they reached their goal of passing the same class as their
peers without LDs. Notably, they had to demonstrate adequate resilience to endure managing
feelings of embarrassment and harassment from their peers. Shayla explained,
Persistence and resilience got me to be successful. I was repeatedly failing courses until it
was so stressful that [I] felt pressed to find out about the testing process for learning
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disabilities. Then my mother, who was the only person who believed in me when I would
say that something was wrong—she has been the person to tell me to try again, to use my
mistakes and learn from them, and try again.
Like the other participants, Shayla had to demonstrate persistence and resilience in encountering
obstacles to obtain her graduation goal. The participants’ total focus was on achieving a
bachelor’s degree.
Students with LDs must constantly manage the emotional impact associated with their
disability. In this respect, all participants mentioned that they suffered feelings of anxiety while
working on obtaining their degree. For instance, Carlos explained,
My most challenging experience was a history class because we were required to answer
all test questions in essay form. It involved not only remembering the names of events but
also writing them down. Writing is one of my learning disabilities. I had to remember the
information, and having to remember how to spell some words gave me a feeling of
anxiety.
Carlos added,
I knew I needed to try something different when I could not remember things like how to
write the correct spelling of a word. I got discouraged, and, like I mentioned before, my
anxiety levels as well as my stuttering increased. And I knew I was not dumb, stupid, or
retarded—names I had been called up to high school. So, I just went to my doctor, who
prescribed … a medication to calm my anxiety.
Carlos’s perseverance in managing his anxiety successfully consisted of simple strategies such as
preparing ahead for class, addressing potential issues that might cause interruptions beforehand,
and setting aside all distractions, in addition to taking his medication for anxiety.
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Summary of the Findings
The main research question that I hoped to answer in this study was, How do ELLs with
LDs understand their experiences of paving the way to success in higher education? The findings
provided some significant and interesting patterns in how these students understood their lived
experiences. One commonality all participants shared was that their road to academic success
was long and winding. It took them longer to graduate but not before addressing the various
emotional hurts and academic failures they experienced as a result of their learning diversity.
Spanish was the dominant language of all the participants upon entering school. Unlike most
students who are ready to start learning, these ELLs had to learn how to understand and speak
English before being mainstreamed into the American education system, where English is the
predominant language. Once the English language was ruled out as a potential factor for the
participants not being able to keep up with the other students, they had to manage the
consequences of an LD. As it turns out, the participants managed their dual characteristics by
confronting their situation, seeking answers, and finally achieving their goal of attaining an
undergraduate degree.
The participants provided useful information about how they challenged the negative
labels affixed to them due to their status as ELLs with LDs. One shared commonality that helped
participants be successful was their perseverance in working out their academic deficiencies on
their own. They sought academic help only when they could not improve their grades on their
own, and for most participants, this happened only when they were failing most of their subjects.
Finally, the participants achieved academic success and reached the same level as their peers but
not before making some time management adjustments coupled with identifying their unique
study practices. All the participants dedicated substantial time to schoolwork and enforcing study
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practices that had proved successful for them. The academic success the participants were
enjoying at the time of their interview paved the way for healthier self-esteem. All the
participants spoke of low self-esteem as a conquered challenge from the past. What I learned
from the stories was that they had become positive, confident, courageous, and successful
individuals.
Regarding navigating the postsecondary system with the hope of achieving academic
success, participants expressed that receiving academic accommodations to pass their subjects
was only a small part of a broad spectrum. A support system that encouraged them and a
welcoming campus that made them feel included were two factors they considered important but
not essential. Being accepted by the campus community was important for them because it gave
them a feeling of inclusion. However, if the campus community excluded them, it would not
matter because they needed to dedicate all their time to their studies anyway.
The participants also expressed that having a support system was helpful because it
provided them with the encouragement that everyone needs at one time or another. Most enjoyed
the support of friends, peers, family, or university personnel. However, the participants relied
more heavily on their inner strength and perseverance to achieve their goals because they had the
sole responsibility of meeting the rigorous course demands and were doing it with great success.
Navigating the system transformed the participants into independent and heroic individuals
driven by success.
The participants faced numerous challenges that they were not prepared to handle upon
entering a university. They took the risk of simply moving forward and overcoming the
challenges through trial and error. They were not equipped with the necessary skills to advocate
for themselves. They did not know where to go for help, nor did they have the communication
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skills necessary to help themselves move forward. Lacking awareness of their responsibilities
and rights made it difficult to advocate for themselves. They succeeded in being their own
advocates as they decided to move forward by unraveling the requirements of the diagnostic
process for LDs in postsecondary education. Each of the participants narrated their unique
traumatic journey surrounding the self-awareness and self-advocacy process that got them a step
closer to academic success.
Another major challenge constituted disclosing their disability to the university’s
disability office to access academic support services. The participants felt that the disability
office of the university was above reproach in keeping the students’ LD status confidential.
Therefore, they felt comfortable with disclosing their disability. Although most qualified for
multiple accommodations, all seemed to favor the extended time accommodation. The
participants were focused on learning the class topics in-depth, and many times, they did not
even need most of the accommodations. However, they all mentioned that it decreased their
anxiety to know that accommodations were waiting for them if they were to need them. Finally,
all the participants had to practice perseverance and resilience to stay with their goal of attaining
a college degree. Some participants learned to survive the emotional pain, while others learned to
manage it. Either way, they persevered and became resilient to the attacks of others. It did not
seem to influence their decision to pursue their dream. If at first, they failed to succeed, they tried
again and again and kept on moving forward until they successfully arrived at the finish line.
They were now college graduates.
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Chapter 5: Discussion of the Findings and Conclusions
The 1990 Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA) and the 2008 Higher Education
Opportunity Act provide access to equal opportunities for students with LDs. The passage of
these two pieces of legislation caused an increase in university enrollment of students with LDs.
Nevertheless, numerous researchers, including Hadley (2017) and Schechter (2018), have
affirmed a significant difference between the number of students with LDs who enroll and the
number of students with LDs who graduate. Yuan (2017) added that included in this population
are ELLs with LDs.
In addition, Fleming et al. (2017) and Yuan (2017), in two separate comparative studies,
concluded that while the graduation rate of students without disabilities was about 76.4% of
initial enrollment, the number of students with LDs (including ELLs) who graduate from college
was less than half the initial enrollment. Students with LDs who attend a degree-granting
institution must meet the same requirements as students who do not have LDs (Griffin, 2018).
Consequently, students with LDs may opt to drop out of college at the sight of heavy
coursework. Bethoney (2016) expressed that this may be because many of these students
experience challenges in understanding the complex set of instructions for assignments coupled
with challenges in comprehending reading texts and writing assignments.
Revisiting the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the ways in which ELLs with disabilities
navigate the system of higher education in pursuit of academic success and how they overcome
challenges along the path to graduation. The focus of those experiences is how these students
understand themselves as individuals as ELLs with LDs. In addition to exploring their
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experiences as they navigated the system of higher education, I also focused on exploring the
challenges, if any, these students faced in pursuit of academic success.
In this study, I used narrative inquiry to explore the journey of six undergraduate
participants who narrated the challenges they faced and how they overcame those challenges.
The use of the stories and first-person accounts of the six participants contributed to the
significant and rich data necessary to address the research questions and decipher the lived
experiences of these exceptionally successful individuals. The participants were implementing
their own unique ways of achieving academic success while dedicating all their time to work and
study. Their dedication and focus on their goal enabled some to pass their courses and others to
achieve the highest academic distinction.
To further understand the data, I analyzed the narrative stories under the lens of
Vygotsky’s SCT of cognitive development, which proposes that acquiring a second language is
connected to the social environment and is constructed through interaction with others. Gindis
(2003) stated that Vygotsky’s SCT of cognitive development addresses LDs because, Gindis
claimed, LDs are not biological in nature but instead are caused by social implications. Although
plenty of studies have focused on university students with LDs, ELLs remain a neglected
component of the diversity spectrum. The findings of this study can further inform how ELLs
with LDs are navigating the system of postsecondary education and the practices they are using
to achieve academic success.
This study can assist policy makers and university officials in developing programs that
help retain postsecondary students, in turn decreasing the gap between students who enroll and
students who graduate. This chapter focuses on the discussion of the findings and how they
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contribute to existing research and scholarship regarding the academic attainment of ELLs with
disabilities.
Discussion of the Findings
One of the findings was that participants exercised persistence in pursuing a university
degree. Their academic success was the result of many failed attempts and learning from their
failures. They never deviated from their goal of attaining a university degree. Instead, each of the
participants learned to conquer their unique obstacles. They dedicated more years in school to
obtaining this degree than students without LDs. They challenged themselves to conquer and
look beyond labels and academic accommodations to reach success. When they failed in their
attempts to succeed, they did not stop until they achieved success and continued to move forward
until they met the next obstacle. They did not stop meeting the obstacles until all the challenges
were all behind them. The participants successfully achieved their goal of attaining a university
degree even if the road was longer and bumpier than for students without LDs.
Paths to Success
The results of this study indicated that the participants’ road to success was long and
winding. The participants provided convincing evidence demonstrating the challenges that they
overcame to obtain a college degree. Enormous challenges that stood in their way did not deter
them from their goal, such as having to learn the English language. Besides overcoming the
challenges associated with learning a new language, the participants successfully overcame the
challenges associated with having cognitive LDs. Their dual status as ELLs with LDs doubled
the challenges they had to overcome to attain their university degree. The findings revealed that
instead of being deterred from their goal by the many obstacles they faced, they conquered these
obstacles through perseverance and resilience.
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Identifying as English Language Learners
The participants in this study were six native Spanish-language speakers who first entered
a U.S. educational institution without speaking, reading, or writing the English language. These
ELLs later attended a postsecondary educational institution. The participants’ experiences
contribute to Vygotsky’s (1978) SCT of SLA. Vygotsky contended that social interaction should
happen first, before the development of cognitive processes, including SLA. Vygotsky believed
that the learning community played a crucial role in the process of making meaning. Through
social interaction in the learning community, individuals of any age could learn on their own or
with the help of others and reach out to resources such as technology. The participants in this
study experienced Vygotsky’s (1978) SCT process of SLA, and all admitted that their second
language status did not represent a problem for them anymore.
Learning Disabilities
The findings of this study revealed that most participants kept their LD issues to
themselves for as long as they could to avoid reliving the adverse experiences that they had
suffered from their counterparts without LDs, who made them feel different. This, in turn,
echoed what Devine et al. (2018) found in their study of the students with LDs whose
experiences were different from those of their counterparts without LDs. These counterparts
purposely ignored them or made derogatory remarks about them. The study revealed that to
avoid additional name-calling, bullying, or intentional exclusion from groups or events, most
participants kept their disability hidden. The findings of this study also confirmed what Berkeley
and Larsen (2018) found about fear of harassment, bullying, and marginalization: These
contribute to students keeping their disabilities secret.
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Challenging Labels
To address the second research question about how these students understood themselves
as successful individuals, I highlighted that the participants achieved success by challenging
labels. One significant finding of this study was that all participants’ second language did not
represent a challenge for them anymore. However, their LD continued to be a challenge. Adding
to this dual status as ELLs with LDs, as the participants revealed, was the confusion some
professionals have in identifying if academic challenges are caused by a second language or an
LD. This finding supports the claim of Zeng et al. (2018) that there is strong evidence that
students who have LDs in their native language will have the same disabilities in their second
language. The findings of this study showed that participants succeeded in challenging LD labels
by acknowledging their academic strengths and weaknesses and acting to improve their weakest
academic areas. They also learned to manage their time and use study practices that worked for
them. Finally, improvement in their self-esteem was the result of success in conquering previous
obstacles and the unbreakable trust they placed in the disability office to maintain the
confidentiality of their disability status.
Academic Performance
The findings of this study confirmed that the participants sought ways to improve their
academic weaknesses in reading comprehension and writing. The participants sought and
received verbal clarification on reading texts as well as clarification on assignment instructions
from their professors. They wanted to assure themselves that they comprehended the text
correctly. Goleman (1997) agreed that individuals who could correctly identify their strengths
and weaknesses could improve their classroom performance. In the case of this study, the
participants faced and conquered the challenge of asking questions related to the subject they
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wanted to improve. Meanwhile, some participants succeeded in overcoming their academic
weaknesses mostly by figuring out the material on their own and, rarely, soliciting the
intervention of the professor or peers.
Time Management and Study Practices
The findings of this study asserted that participants needed longer blocks of time to
complete their assignments than their peers without LDs. Therefore, they compromised their
social life and avoided attending family events to dedicate all their time to their work and
studies. The findings of this study revealed that the participants had developed a structured
regime of study practices, as well as a disciplined way of managing their time. Most participants’
study practices included studying in small groups or with a peer. Others, like Shayla and Carlos,
studied on their own. Although the participants considered their unique study practices essential
to their academic success, the literature does not place the same emphasis on this topic. Instead,
the literature barely mentions the diversity of effective study practices students use or the
sacrifices they make to their social and family time.
Self-Esteem
The findings of this study confirmed the fact that the participants started college with
eroded self-esteem caused by receiving negative criticism and by negative self-criticism.
Similarly, Bethoney (2016) asserted that college students with LDs develop low self-esteem
about their condition due to their experiences and treatment by others. The participants of this
study demonstrated improvement in self-esteem due, in part, to the trust they placed in the
disabilities office and instructors to keep their disability private. In turn, this allowed them to
concentrate on attaining their goal. Sheltered by the privacy of their disabilities and by the
accessibility of academic support services, the participants succeeded in conquering their
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feelings of low self-esteem. Further, the findings of this study demonstrate that the participants
experienced success by concentrating on strengthening their academic weaknesses and
implementing study practices that had worked for them before. Improvements in their GPA
average, in turn, produced healthy self-esteem. In addition, half of the participants enjoyed the
privilege of being asked to use their natural leadership talents to serve in academic organizations.
The simple act of being asked, as the study revealed, boosted their self-esteem.
Navigating the System
Regarding the third research question, the participants credited their academic success
mostly to the accommodations they qualified for when they were diagnosed with LDs. They
demonstrated satisfaction, acknowledging that they were being tested with the same testing
instrument as students without LDs and were getting grades that were as good or better than their
peers without LDs. This was possible due to the extra testing time they received. Accessing
accommodations enabled the participants to reach the same or better academic level as their
peers without LDs. Nevertheless, the findings attested that the participants’ academic success
required more than accommodations and that factors such as a welcoming campus and counting
on an emotional support system were crucial for their overall academic success.
Welcoming Campus
Although the participants stated that they abstained from participating in campus
activities due to lack of time, most students felt included in campus activities but only after they
had achieved academic success. The participants shared that they did not feel marginalized
anymore due to positive results produced by their effective time management skills, their study
practices, and, mostly, the extended test time allowed in the accommodations. One participant,
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Shayla, felt excluded and developed negative feelings associated with the rejection. But like the
other participants, she stated her studies required all her time anyway.
The opposite view revealed in this study aligns with the findings of Hadley et al. (2020),
who concluded that the creation of welcoming campuses for students with LDs usually placed
more emphasis on academic-related issues than social-related issues, overlooking the
significance that students with LDs placed on acceptance and rejection for continuing college.
Additionally, the participants emphasized that an emotional support system was essential for
their success. Most of the participants received emotional support from one or several sources,
such as the office of disabilities, instructors, family, and peers.
Overcoming Challenges
One of the research questions addressed in this study revolved around the challenges that
ELLs and LDs experienced in the educational system. The findings of this study testified to the
strengths and stamina the participants exhibited on their path to success. The participants
challenged themselves to learn about self-awareness and self-advocacy. Next, they accepted
taking the risk of disclosing their LDs to access academic support services. Finally, they
continued to exercise perseverance and resilience in reaching their goal as they moved forward.
The findings of this study revealed that the undiagnosed participants could not continue
taking college courses because they were failing almost all their courses. The participants lacked
the self-awareness skills, such as communication, to advocate for themselves. Two of the
participants even lacked the certainty that they had an LD because they were told by teachers that
they were just smart but lazy. This finding confirms what Phillips and Odegard (2017)
discovered in their study—that is, college students may lack self-awareness of the language
associated with LDs and self-advocacy skills. This study revealed that the participants took the
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risk of learning about their suspected disability. Then they confided in one trusted university
official, such as an instructor or counselor. The university official provided them with the
guidance needed to become their own advocate and move forward with the complicated LD
diagnostic process. The participants revealed that the diagnostic test results indicated they had
LDs in one or more areas.
The findings of this study demonstrated that the participants suffered anxiety attacks
when they had to disclose their disability to the instructors to access accommodation. Since all
participants needed extra time in a quiet environment to take their tests, they had to challenge
themselves to disclose their disability at the risk of reliving the experience of being stigmatized.
Similarly, Phillips and Odegard (2017) asserted that disclosing one’s disability to access
accommodations represents one of the most stressful barriers for students with disabilities.
However, the findings revealed that after disclosing their disabilities and getting the extra time
needed, the participants saw their grades soar to the point that they did not care about their peers’
perceptions of them. When their grades were high enough to get them out of academic probation,
their anxiety episodes decreased.
The results of this study demonstrated that the participants exercised perseverance in
attaining a college degree and sufficient resilience to overcome the obstacles they had to face.
Similarly, Kutscher and Tuckwiller (2019) affirmed that students with LDs required a high
degree of persistence and resilience to reach the same level of performance as their counterparts
without LDs. The participants of this study repeatedly attempted to knock down barriers until
they succeeded. Similarly, Ben-Naim et al. (2017) concluded that persistence and resilience are
crucial for staying in school and that a lack of persistence and resilience adds to a higher dropout
rate among students with LDs. The findings of this study demonstrated that the positive effects
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of the academic success they experienced due to their perseverance and resilience outweighed
the negative aspects they endured during their journey toward a bachelor’s degree.
Summary of the Findings Through the Participants’ Voices
ELLs with cognitive LDs in reading, writing, or math faced more barriers to graduating
than their peers without these characteristics. The number of students with LDs who graduate is
less than half the number who enroll. This study followed the successful journey of six students
who formed part of the group that successfully graduated. The participants demonstrated not
only what factors were necessary to accomplish their goal but also how they conquered obstacle
after obstacle.
In exploring the factors necessary for success, I found that participants demonstrated
resilience in overcoming the repeated negative attacks from others due to their disability.
Persevering in attaining their goal by taking on major challenges was another required factor.
The challenges that participants succeeded in overcoming were not only academic in nature but
also social and psychological.
In explaining how participants succeeded, I saw that participants spent more years in
college engaged in achieving a college degree than their peers without LDs. They spent these
years strengthening their academic deficiencies while simultaneously conquering and managing
the social and psychological barriers to their studies.
Participants offered several valuable suggestions to other students in similar
circumstances who might be interested in pursuing a college degree. Their voices capture the
essence of their perspectives. Shayla stated,
I have validated myself by being a successful English language learner with LD. I’m
crying because I’m emotional about it. People commented about me, “She’s so smart, but
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she doesn’t apply herself and she’s not going to make it. She’s going to get lost along the
way.” I did get lost along the way. And it was up to me to find me. It was up to me to put
myself back on track, and it was up to me to decide day in and day out what I was going
to do to make myself successful and to push forward. So, I found out what is required of
me to be a successful student. What worked for me … might not work for you. And it’s
not going to be the same because your journey is completely different. Simply move
forward and learn from your mistakes. You can move forward by trying not to repeat
your same mistakes. Just keep on moving forward to your goal. A student who has a
learning disability and no help might end up like me, with added issues on top of the
learning disability—in my case, mental health issues of anxiety, fear, and a need for
isolation.
Natividad added,
Academic assistance did not come knocking at my college classroom like it did in grade
school. So I took the risk of assimilating to the college culture and sought academic
assistance. A learning disability will not keep me from getting my college degree. I am
pushing through obstacles with a positive attitude. I am 42 years old, and my daughters,
who are 17 and 19 years old, will be in college soon. I am hoping that my daughter with
the learning disability will see me as an inspiration.
Idalia stated,
Well, I would like for students like me to know that there’s no shame in asking for help.
If anybody ever makes you feel ashamed for asking for help, that’s their problem. It’s not
your problem. Don’t let that hold you back. Finally, lack of family support should not
hold you back in pursuing your dream of graduating from college because of a disability.
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Carlos remarked,
Professors need to be aware that in a college class, there might be at least two students
with [a] learning disability who might feel frustrated because they do not have an idea of
what the professor is talking about, and we need to reel them, hook them in, and give
them a sense of belonging.
Finally, Benicio stated, “After being injured in combat, I spent 4 years in the hospital enduring
back-to-back surgeries. My brain wasn’t injured. As long as we have a brain and a mouth, we
can do magnificent things.”
Implications for Practice
Four themes and 10 subthemes emerged from the qualitative data analysis. I have
identified several suggestions that could make a difference in assisting students with LDs to
attain success in pursuing a college degree. The most significant barrier was the participants’
lack of self-awareness and self-advocacy skills. The data in this study indicated that
communication skills are essential for students with LDs to experience academic success at the
university level. The reason is that students are expected to advocate for themselves to get
diagnosed and then discuss their accommodation needs and the impact of their disability in the
classroom to avoid unnecessary failure. My suggestion is that university officials consider
developing programs that target students who are at risk of failing or failing because that is
where educators will find undiagnosed students with hidden LDs. For example, the university
could make accessible a seminar course where different college officials present to students a
variety of services available to them. This suggestion is a response to the participants saying that
they did not know where or how to get information about getting diagnosed with an LD. The
purpose of the seminar would be to provide the students with the information and
communication skills necessary to approach college officials on their own. This seminar, as an
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added benefit, could also assist students with managing their time effectively and teach them
about diverse study practices. For example, through self-assessment questionnaires, students
could learn by themselves that it takes more time and stricter discipline to complete a college
degree. By developing programs that address issues related to LDs and the skills required to
communicate one’s disability, universities can provide students with the skills to advocate for
themselves.
Welcoming Campus
By the time the participants entered the postsecondary setting, they had issues with low
self-esteem caused by rejection from others for being different. My suggestion in response to this
issue is that staff and faculty receive training with student participation that emphasizes diversity
and acceptance of different learning styles. Being made to feel inferior because of diversity only
accentuates emotional wounds and keeps students from seeking assistance. Universities must
make ELL students with LDs feel included on campus and provide them with a sense of
belonging.
Recommendations for Future Research
This study could be developed in several directions. First, the experiences of ELLs with
LDs warrant a more comprehensive mixed-methods study that integrates both qualitative and
quantitative methods to shed additional light on how faculty, administration, and staff can
provide better services to students. Comparative multisite case studies could advance this cause,
whereas more data and more voices of unique students could make a difference on the path to
academic success and life outside the university. A phenomenological study could focus on the
common experiences of ELLs and LDs regardless of gender, race, or socioeconomic status.
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Further, a critical narrative study could shift the focus of the inquiry to the specific and unique
experiences of students and issues of advocacy.
Limitations of the Study
I achieved my purpose of examining the ways in which ELLs with LDs navigated the
system of higher education in pursuit of academic success and how they overcame challenges
they encountered along the path toward college graduation. All participants were registered with
the office of student disabilities from the same university, which made their qualifications
appropriate and convenient for my research. Most of the limitations of the study centered on
timing. I had planned to start my research in the summer months, so the availability of ELLs
with LDs was limited. The students who contacted me had LDs but were not ELLs. Therefore, I
had to wait until the fall semester to obtain a more robust sample of ELLs with LDs.
Another limitation was that I planned to conduct the study with 10 students, but I ended
up with a smaller sample. Further, the institution where I had initially planned to conduct my
research did not work out. However, I reside in a culturally diverse city and did not have a
problem finding a qualified institution to conduct my research at. Finally, conducting the same
research with participants from multiple sites and diverse primary languages would replicate the
findings from a larger sample and give the research a different perspective.
Concluding Thoughts
As a second language learner, I saw myself reflected in the participants’ stories. Some of
the struggles they had to overcome formed part of my past struggles, and as the mature adult I
am, I succeeded in holding back tears during the interview for the sake of keeping the interview
free of biases. The participants’ resilience in continuing their journey even after failing in almost
every subject in college and with damaged self-esteem as a result of their dual status as ELLs
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with LDs is worthy of admiration. This was the point where many ELLs with LDs drop out of
college.
The impact of researching this study has been invaluable. The knowledge I acquired has
provided me with tremendous growth, resulting in a better version of myself. The participants’
academic success is an inspiration to me and other students in similar circumstances. It is
admirable that the university recognized the academic excellence of some of the participants by
placing their names repeatedly on the dean’s list. This means there might be more ELLs with
LDs waiting to make a breakthrough. Recognizing the factors for success is not the end of this
study but the beginning of a smoother and more optimistic journey for ELLs with LDs. If
universities follow the recommendations, they will improve the graduation gap between the
students who register and the students who graduate.
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Appendix A: Interview Guide
Family and disability
1. Tell me what it was like to grow up in your family. Was education encouraged in your
family?
2. What is the level of education of your parents?
3. How did you find out that you have a learning disability?
4. Do you think you were accurately diagnosed?
5. Did you have trouble keeping up with your classmates?
Self-understanding
6. When you think about yourself, what comes to mind first?
7. Do you think of yourself as a person with a disability?
8. What does it mean to you to be an English language learner?
9. When thinking about yourself, do you consider yourself, first, as an English language
learner or a person with a disability?
Navigating the academic system: Success
10. Please describe how you prepare for classes.
11. Has having a learning disability ever influenced your academic performance?
12. Do you think of yourself as a successful college student?
13. To what do you attribute your academic success?
College experiences
14. Do you participate in extracurricular activities? If so, what are they?
15. Do you experience a sense of belonging within the college community?
16. Have you ever felt or been explicitly marginalized because of your disability and being
an English language learner?
17. What particular academic experiences have been gratifying? Which ones have been most
challenging? Why is that?
18. What goals have you set for yourself in college, and what steps have you taken to meet
your goals?
19. What steps are you taking to ensure your success at the university?
Challenges and system of support
20. What are your challenges as an English language learner with an LD (learning
disability)?
21. When you need extra help in class, how do you seek it?
22. Picture a situation in one of your classes when you needed extra support. How do you
explain your needs to your professor?
23. Does your college provide sufficient accommodations?
24. Who or what do you think is your main support system for academic success?
Closure: Is there anything I didn’t ask you but you would like to share with me?
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Appendix B: Consent Form
Dear prospective participant,
My name is Oralia Guzmán-Wheeler. As a doctoral student in higher education and
organizational leadership at Abilene Christian University, I would like to invite you to participate
in the study, Personal Narratives of English Language Learners with Learning Disabilities:
Paving the Way to Success at a Private University in Central Texas.
The purpose of this study is to examine ways in which English language learners with
disabilities navigate the system of higher education in pursuit of academic success and how they
overcome challenges that may be encountered along the path toward college graduation. The
overarching question that guides this study is: How do English language learners with disabilities
understand their experiences of paving their way to success in higher education?
Additional research questions include:
• How do these students understand themselves as successful individuals?
• How do they navigate the system of higher education?
• What are the challenges, if any, these students face in pursuit of academic success?
You are invited to participate in a semistructured qualitative interview that may last
approximately 90 minutes. A follow-up interview may be requested if necessary to collect
additional data. You will be asked to share your success experiences as an English language
learner student with learning disabilities. Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary,
and you can withdraw from it at any time with no consequences to you.
The primary risk of this study is a breach of confidentiality, which is a minimal risk. I
have taken steps to minimize the risks associated with this study. I will not be asking for your
Banner ID number or other identifying information to protect your identity further. Another
potential risk may include uncomfortable feelings as you share your present and past
experiences. However, as a researcher, I will make an ultimate effort to create an ethically
appropriate, welcoming, and comfortable atmosphere for participation in this study. Due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, all data collection will be collected electronically. However, the research
site’s masking protocol will be respected if it were necessary to visit the research site.
There are potential benefits to participating in this study. Such benefits may include an
increased awareness of academic outcomes influenced by sharing narratives leading to academic
goals and the satisfaction of knowing that, in the future, the information learned from this study
will help others in similar situations.
Follow-up interviews may be requested depending on the research needs and purposes.
This interview will be audio-recorded. It can also be video-recorded only with your consent. The
interview will be transcribed verbatim. The transcript of the interview will be submitted to you
for verification of accuracy.
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To ensure full confidentiality, the interview transcripts and all files and data pertaining to
your participation in this study will be stored in a locked file cabinet for 7 years and destroyed
afterward if no longer needed. All computer files for the study will be kept on a protected server.
I will also maintain a copy of the data on a two-step authentication computer, which also
includes thumbprint identification. The interview will be given an identification code, and a
pseudonym will be assigned to you to keep your name and personal information fully
confidential. Excerpts from the interview transcripts can be included in the dissertation report or
future publications. Nonetheless, under no circumstances will your name or any identifier appear
in these writings. In the future, if biographical information were needed for publication, an
additional release form would be sent to you for review.
This study is being conducted in part to fulfill my doctoral requirements for the EdD
program at Abilene Christian University. If you have questions regarding this study, please feel
free to contact me at xxxxxxxxxx or at xxxxxxxxxx. You can also contact my dissertation chair
Dr. Antonina Lukenchuk at xxxxxxxxxx, xxxxxxxxxx or at xxxxxxxxxx.
My study has been approved by the ACU IRB. If you have any additional questions about
the IRB process, please address them to Dr. Megan Roth, ACU IRB Chair, at xxxxxxxxxx.

Thank you,
Oralia Guzmán-Wheeler

Please sign this form if you voluntarily agree to participate in this study. Sign only after you have
read all of the information provided and your questions have been answered to your satisfaction.
You should receive a copy of this signed consent form. You do not waive any legal rights by
signing this form.

_________________________

_________________________

_______________

Printed Name of Participant

Signature of Participant

Date

_________________________

____________________

_______________

Printed Name of Person Obtaining
Consent

Signature of Person Obtaining
Consent

Date
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Appendix C: IRB Approval Letter

